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4 ^ L Forbidden to Come 
to the Shore 


The Guide 

Today, in the course of a prolonged visit I am paying to my 
native country in late 1965 and 1966, I go on a tour of New 
Delhi. Since 1 was here last, on another-visit, in 1959 - I have 
spent nearly all my adult life in Britain and the United States - 
the city has fanned out in all directions. Where once there were 
waste tracts, there are now little self-contained suburbs, each 
busily searching for an exclusive identity. (There is Defence 
Colony, Diplomatic Enclave, Golf Link.s, and one that i.s called 
simply Friends’ Colony.) An index to the status of the denizens 
of a particular suburb is the size of their houses, and an index to 
their snobbery, perhaps, is their system of naming, numbering, 
and lettering the.se dwellings - which are, however, no easier 
to tell apart than the streets. The general plan seems to be to 
confound the interloper from the next suburb - and, certainly, 
the stranger to the city, who is additionally burdened with the 
necc,ssity of remembering English street names from the days of 
the Briti.sh raj along with new Indian street names (for instance, 
King Edward Road, named after Edward VII, has become 
Maulana Azad Road, named after the late Indian leader), for the 
two sets of names appear to be used interchangeably. Nor is there 
any limit to the burgeoning of oppressive suburbs (which now 
also have Engli.sh and Indian names; for instance. Diplomatic 
Enclave is called Chanakya Puri) - the Indian version of the 
nightmare that is Los Angeles, and with, even for the well-off, 
nothing more advanced than a bicycle or a tonga or a scooter- 
driven rickshaw to cover the distances that go with them. 

I present myself at nine o’clock at the Imperial Hotel, an 
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embarkation point for city tours. I notice that foreigners, for ibc 
most part, head for big private cars with their own private gnirles, 
but I wait by two public buses, amid tourists from other [larts of 
India, who show a curiosity about things Indian that would have 
been inconceivable when I was here last. In the babel of Indian 
languages, I can distinguish Bengali, Gujarati, Tamil, Iclugii, 
Malayalam, and Kannada; most of my fellow-tourists, I gather, 
are from south India. I take a seat in the front of the first bus, 
near the guide, who is an elderly Sikh with a long beard. lie is 
clad in a'dingy beige turban, a patched beige tweed coat, loose 
grey flannels, and brown sandals, with a white drip-dry shirt, 
which is the only immaculate part of his dress; the .shirt is open 
at the neck, showing a bit of maroon neckcloth. He talks through 
a microphone over the deafening noise of the bus’s motor: 
‘Gentlemen and ladies, I am your friendly guide, and [lerhaps I 
ought to begin by giving you a tour of myself.’ 

I brace myself for anything. 

He goes on, ‘Gentlemen and ladies, I have three daughters and 
they are all well married, thank God. One of my sons-in-law is a 
successful veterinarian. One of my sons-in-law is a hnrticuIt uralist 
in London, and if you go to London he will be pleased to meet 
you. One of my sons-in-law, without asking me, applied for the 
Air Force and was accepted as one of the few; I wanted to {‘it- 
courage him to prospect in Canada or America. I have oiliciiued 
as a personal secretary to a celebrated maharaja; I still have a tele¬ 
phone, even though I have retired from the maharaja’s service.’ 

A voice directly behind me asks, ‘What do you mean, “oHici- 
ated”?’ 

‘Officiating from leave vacancy,’ the guide says, clarifying 
little. 

A voice, this time from the back of the bus, shouts, ‘Sirdarji, I 
cannot hear you! I shall have to write a letter of complaint to the 
Government of India Tourist Office 1 ’ The voice belongs to an 
old man who is, if anything, more rumpled than the guide. He is 
obviously ready for a good verbal joust. 

But the guide, raising his voice until It almost cracks, says (o 
the bus in general, with perfect good humour, ‘I suggest, gentle¬ 
men and ladies, all of you write letters of complaint to the Gov- 
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cnimcnt of India Tourist Office, You must state in the letter (a) 
that the microphone should be more up-to-date and that instead 
of being jilaced hint in front it should be planted in the middle of 
the bus, and (b) that the iiwlor should be well oiled, so that you 
can all hear my words and lie rewarded for your pains and 
money.’ The roar of the motor diminishes a little as the driver 
changes gears, and the guide continues, ‘Gentlemen and ladies, I 
want you to know tliat I have done my share of the work well. I 
went to the classes held by the Government of India Tourist 
Office. I aiteiuled them for two or three months and I qualified 
with a licence. Now 1 get three or four requests a month to lead 
bus tours. This trade has been increasing, but it is not so good 
this year, owing to the war with Pakistan. From nine to twelve- 
forty-five 1 give the tour of New Delhi, and from two-fifteen to 
six I give tlie tour of Old Delhi, the ancient .seat of power on the 
banks of the sacred river Yamuna. Iror one day’s service, I get 
tweniy-lwo rupees - four tiollars. Other dtiys, I call around at a 
dozen or so travel agencies here in the hope of finding an Ameri¬ 
can imirisi who will want a privtue guide. But there are more than 
forty of us licensed, about a dozen of whom are lady guides, and 
they are the most popular. Some of them are very highly connect¬ 
ed ■ • wives of Diqiuly Secretaries ~ and they are very good at 
taking the American tourists to shop, and they get good eom- 
niissioiis from the tourists as well as the shc)[)keepers. Some of the 
men guides may only be aide to get American tourists to send 
them Teryleiie sliirts from abroad.’ 

The [itignacious okl man, who turns out to be a Delhi-wallah, 
moves uj) to the front and, pencil and pad of paper in hand, 
.settles himself on the right, practically under the guide’,s nose. 
‘Get to the business of the day,’ he says menacingly, writing 
.something on hi.s pad, ‘The bus has been moving through 
New Delhi, atid I have heard you talk only about your family 
and-’ 

'On your right, sir,’ the guide breaks in smartly, ‘is the Itidian 
Institute of Technology, which is one of the five such institutes in 
India; the others are hi Bombay, Calcutta, Madras, and Kan[)ur. 
It gives education in mechanical, civil.., The admission here is 
very difficult; a candidate must be a first divisioner in the inter 
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mediate and then take a competition which itself is very difficult. 

But once you are admitted your future is secure.' 

, Lapsing into his earlier, relaxed manner, the guide on, 
'Gentlemen and ladles, we are now on the first lap of a sightsee¬ 
ing tour of New Delhi, Delhi remains the centre of power and 
culture, a city that offers a stimulant to the present and future, 
and is always interesting to all mankind. This city has grown 
beyond recognition during the last few decades, owing to many 
developments and improvements, and the new colonies are ori 
your either side. Gentlemen and ladies, the population of Delhi 
was eight hundred thousand, but after Independence DelH can¬ 
not be recognized. Delhi has a chequered and eternal history, 
like the city of Rome. Bombay, Calcutta, and Madras were not ^ 
cities five hundred years ago, but Delhi was even then the capital 
of India, and Bombay, Calcutta, and Madras were only cities of 
mud. Delhi was also the capital of the Pandya during the Maha- 
bharata days - b.c. - and during the Rajput rule, The Rajputs 
were a very brave people, always ready to die for a national 
cause, always ready to die in wars, and their wives burnt them¬ 
selves alive on the funeral pyres of their husbands. This was 
known as which was banned by Regulation No, 17 of ihcj,' 

This fact, right or wrong, brings me up short, for it fits in oddly 
with the guide’s vague, rambling discourse. Rut then I remember 
that Indians, who delight In generalities, will often drop In a fact 
as if the raison d'itreoi facts were to clinch a vague argument. 

The bus stops, and we follow the guide our into the gentle 
winter sun of Delhi and stand in front of a sort of yard cluttered 
with large, strangely shaped stone structures painted a bright 
orange-red, which suggest that Brobdingnagian children have 
been at work here with Plasticine, ‘Gentlemen and ladic.s, here 
we are at last at Jantar Mantar,’ the guide says. ‘ "fantar” comes 
from “yantm”, which is Sanskrit for “instruments”, and “man¬ 
tar" is Sanskrit for “functions” - of astronomy, Jantar Mantar j 
was built by the Maharaja Jai Singh. In the eighteenth century, ; 
be ruled the Jaipur state, once known as Amber, Maharaja Jai j 
Singh was a great astrological astronomer of his time.’ The guide j 
turns to a Brobdingnagian sundial and says, ‘This measures time I 
by shadows. We can see the time of any part of the world, pro- 
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vided we know the latitude. This is the International Timing 
Clock. By this International Timing Clock, gentlemen and 
ladies, we can see time for England, Switzerland, Japan, and the 
Pacific islands. In Delhi it is now ten hours twelve minutes thirty 
seconds and one tenth. All of you may please .set right your 
watches. If the sun is not visible, we have got to keep a pot of 
sand and watch the sand coming out of it, and then it is called 
“sand time”.’ 

Next, the guide leads us to a circular cavity with markings 
dividing it into twelve parts, and proclaims, 'I can read your 
whole life from this clock, if you tell me the time, date, and exact 
longitude of the place of your birth.’ And he is now an astrologer, 
collecting from the tourists the places, dates, and hours of their 
births, and making predictions that are as bright as his dis- 
psidnn. 

More cavities, more sundials. Other stone structures, with 
columns and windows. There is nothing about them that Is 
peculiar to Delhi, but the tourists trail the guide dutifully, Only 
the Dclhi-vt'allah protests. He complains that the narration Is 
lacking in factual detail. The guide obliges the man - whom I 
look upon as merely a boring heckler - as best he can, with 
muddled technical disquisitions. The more abstruse the explana¬ 
tion, the more strongly the guide seems to be impressed by his 
own words. 

At length, the guide says it is getting late, and, indeed, he is 
noticeably less expansive on our next two stops - at India Gate, 
which commemorates the dead of the First World War, and the 
Humayun Tomb, which is encircled by an enormous, geo¬ 
metrically laid-out garden - though he still manages to be elo¬ 
quent. (‘This Humayun’s mausoleum was built by the widow of 
the Mogul emperor who lived in the .sixteenth century. It is a 
precursor to the Taj; I feel it is my duty to tell a little about this 
mausoleum. It is for a hundred and seventy members of the royal 
family of Humayun. So you may also call it the Westminster 
Abbey of the Mogul Empire.') 

Back in the bus, the guide breathlessly names stores, buildings, 
and even stretches of road as we bounce along, and fills in with 
whatever comments time allows. He points out the statue of the 
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late Deputy Minister Sardar Vallablibhai Hatcl, the Reserve Hank 
of India, the Broadcasting House of All India Radio, the Indian 
Red Cross, the Ministry of Food and Agriculiure, Air Head¬ 
quarters, Raj path, the Chelmsford Clul), (he statue of (Jeonje V, 
the National Stadium, Jaipur House, tht: Old h'on, the Olteroi 
Intercontinental Hotel, the Methodist Church, th<’ Ooll Course, 
Diplomatic Enclave, the Lodhi Gardens, Safdarjiing Airfiori, the 
All India Institute of Medical Sciences, Safdarjting Hospital. At 
the next-to-the-last stop, in front of a seven-hundred year-old 
tower of carved red sandstone and white marble, Guial) Minar, 
which, was built by the Muslims - the guide calls it a conihination 
of the Tower of Pisa, the Eiflel Tower, and the Empire State 
Building -1 detach myself from the crowd of tourists and, wel¬ 
coming a few minutes of silence, drink a Coca-C(da at the nionii- 
ment’s outdoor coffee shop. 

I clamber aboard the bus as it is pulling out, and, this time, 
take a seat far in the back. I am enchanted with the guide, but 
the stones of Delhi are weighing me down, and I look Jorward to 
an early release - all the more when I discover that our last stop 
is a temple of garish appearance and recent origin, full of stone 
idols. The tourists having all dutifully shed their shoes and gone 
in, I find myself standing alone outside with the guidt; and the 
pugnacious old man. 

'Sirdarji, you know Mr S. N, Chib?’ the old man asks. ‘He is 
a friend of mine.’ 

The guide adjusts his neckcloth under his beanl. ‘Hr; is the 
director general of tourism, with the rank of Joint Secretary,’ lie 
says warily. ‘But, 6f course, I am too lowly in the department for 
him to know me.’ 

‘I have drafted my letter of complaint at your suggestion,’ the 
heckler goes on, obviously enjoying the effect of his words, and, 
to my horror, he reads aloud a long letter of accusation, as 
though, instead of having set eyes on the guide for the first time 
this morning, he harboured an ancestral vendetta against him, 
,The heckler charges that the guide has been deceitful, in ihtit he 
has covered up his lack of knowledge about Delhi with high- 
flown words; mendacious, in that he has dubbed Outab Minar 
‘an Empire State Building without lifts’; corrupt, in that he has 


invited tips from the tourists by calling their attention to the 
American tourists’ custom of showering gifts like drip-dry shirts 
upon their guides; subversive, in that he has dwelt on a practice 
like and generally smug, supercilious, insulting, and heaven 
knows what else, At first, the guide tries to interrupt, but as one 
charge follows another, proclaimed always in a serious, threaten¬ 
ing voice, his face takes on a bewildered look, and eventually he 
drops to his knees, touches the feet of his accuser, and begs for 
mercy, saying over and over that he has no pension from the 
maharaja, and the tours arc his only source of income. 

I am at a loss to understand why this merely boring heckler 
should have suddenly turned into a threat to the livelihood of the 
guide, nor can I understand the guide’s complete loss of dignity. 
It is all like a scene out of cheap melodrama, and for a time I 
find it impossible even to be moved by it. But finally I do con¬ 
vince myself that it is real, and intervene; my pleadings to the 
heckler take on the abject tone of the guide’s, and have no greater 
effect. A hint of an explanation appears in a remark his accuser 
makes to me, but this, again, is so bizarre that it is hard to give it 
any credence. Back in the bus, he sanctimoniously repeats the 
remark for the benefit of all the tourists. 'This guide has been a 
quack and, from beginning to finish, a charlatan,’ he says. ‘I 
could have overlooked everything else, but I can’t ignore his 
falsehoods about the science of astrology.’ The accuser, it seems, 
is a Brahman who fancies himself an astrologer, One or two 
fellow-tourists who are also Brahmans now mollify him, and by 
the time we get back to the Imperial Flotcl the potential destroyer 
of our guide’s livelihood has become once more ~ and just as 
inexplicably - a mere heckler. 

‘So, gentlemen and ladic,s,’ the guide .says, having rapidly re¬ 
gained his composure, ‘this is the end of the first lap of our sight¬ 
seeing tour, Have a good lunch and rest your minds, and come 
back at two-fifteen exactly for the second lap of our tour - to Old 
Delhi.’ 
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Son et hami^ 

Today, I take note of the advertisements for the m et Imihre, 

It seems that this medium is being used, for the first time in 
India, to re-enact the history of an ancient citadel, the Red Fort of 
Delhi, just as it is used elsewhere in the world to tell the histories 
of Hampton Court Palace, Versailles, the Acropolis, and the 
Pyramids. The son et hmilre of the Red Fort, which is per- ^ 
formed alternately in Hindi and in English, is billed as the cul¬ 
tural event of the year; A friend of my family’s who has seen it is, [ 
if anything, more enthusiastic than the notices. He says, 'Cen¬ 
turies of history are miraculously telescoped, and the spectacle is 
as accurate in its details as it is thrilling,’ I find that in saying 
this he has done no more than echo the programme of the event, 
which he shows me, and which also .says, 'Unlike a historical 
play, a son et lumihe spectacle docs not deviate from the facts of j 
history, The scope for dramatic licence is, therefore, considerably 
limited. This principle has been strictly adhered to in telling the 
story of the Red Fort.’ 

With high expectations, I take a taxi ride this evening to Old 
Delhi and the fort’s enormous red sandstone wall; then, inside ; 

the wall, I stroll through a long, covered market that once sold i 

bangles to Mogul princesses and now sells everything from i 

antiques to Coca-Cola to the public. Next, I walk across a lovely ; 

lawn, passing fountains, beds of flowers, and Mogul buildings, | 

and enter the grandstand, becoming a member of a huge crowd, ; 

with a view of the harem quarters of the fort, its audience hall, I 

its royal baths, and its Pearl Mosque. j 

The English performance begins with the sounds of a musical ; 

fanfare and hubbub - now of another, recorded crowd - and then f 

come the howls, hoots, and croaks of iackals, owls, and frogs 1 

' while waves of light play across the walls and domes of the j 

buildings, uptil the mind begins to reel and the imagination to | 

boggle, A narrator’s voice, whose cadences recall Churchillian i 

oratory, takes possession of the audience, ricocheting from loud- i 


speaker to loudspeaker. The contours of the narrative are simple: 
Once upon a time, there was a wilderness by the bank of the 
sacred river Yamuna, where we now sit. Shah Jehan, the fifth 
Mogul emperor, who built the Taj Mahal, chose the wilderness 
as the site for the Red Fort. The year was 1638. When the fort 
was completed, its battlements, which were octagonal, rose sixty 
feet high and measured a mile and a half around. The Palace of 
Colours, the Hall of Private Audience, the Prayer Room, the 
Royal Baths (coloured lights play over the buildings) were as 
impressive as the gigantic walls guarding them. Around this fort 
there came to life the Delhi of the Moguls as the members of the 
royal household and the seraglio built, within a second, outer 
wall, their own palaces and mosques - replicas of Shah Jehan’s 
dream in red sandstone, The fort, with its Peacock Throne in the 
Hall of Private Audience, became ‘the centre of the universe’. 
One of its rooms carries the inscription ‘If on earth be an Eden of 
bliss/It is this, it is this, it is this.’ As emperors came and went - 
the magnificent Shah fehan, the fanatical Aurangzeb, the fratri¬ 
cidal and insane Bahadur Shah, the fratricidal and foolish 
Jahandar Shah, and, still later, a consumptive and a dope addict 
- the country was racked by wars and religious massacre:;, and 
finally it was invaded by Nadir Shah, King of Persia, who, 
among other things, stripped the fort of its Peacock Throne. 

The lurid narrative progresses, to the sounds of bath water 
splashing, pedlars hawking their wares, women making merry, 
soldiers shouting, mahouts crying imprecations, swords clang¬ 
ing, flesh ripping, horses neighing, tigers roaring, and throngs 
cheering - the chronicler consistently dotting his 'i’s and cross¬ 
ing his ‘t’s, and swelling his jabberwocky with little historical 
playlets. In one, Aurangzeb, the scourge of beauty, shouts, ‘What 
impious sounds assault our ears? Chamberlain, go and put a stop 
to this noise!’ His shout interrupts the airy tintinnabulation of 
dancers’ anklets, this being replaced by the piercing ululations of 
mourners. The emperor, puzzled by the screams, asks, ‘What 
means this wailing and lamentation?’ He is answered, 'Shadow 
of God, music is dead. We are carrying its corpse for burial’ But 
this only elicits from Aurangzeb the command ‘Bury it so deep 
that no sound or cry is again heard from it ’ 
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So the son et Imihe, with its unnerving cacophony of moans 
and giggles and the rest, turns the fort into an amusement park. 
One historical explanation follows another, each on the levc o 
‘For the want of a nail..But my fellow-spectators, even thoug i 
they are English-speaking, educated Indians, and mostly mickl e- 
aged or elderly, seem completely unaware that, contrary to the 
promises, dramatic licence has done away with the past. T le 
play is a circus, the history is fable, yet it goes down with them 
as though they were in a university lecture hall listening to an 
eminent pedagogue, 

Then I remember that India turns children into adults very 
early, thrusting not only upon the poor but also upon the wdl- 
off a constant preoccupation with mere subsistence, for the 
poverty that haunts every corner of the country is, however sub¬ 
merged, an ever-present threat to all. This premature adulthood 
is one of the saddest things about India, but here, at the cultural 
event of the year (as so often in my stay), I seem to detect that 
actual adulthood in India has a compensatory touching inno¬ 
cence about it. 


Birth Control 

Today, every available tree or lamp-post is abloom with posters 
proclaiming Family Planning Week, (Since I first left India, in 
1949, the population, according to one estimate, has increased 
by a number almost equal to the present population of the 
United States.) Most of the posters, which are huge and gaudy, 
show an expressionless woman doctor holding up an intra¬ 
uterine contraceptive device for the benefit of a woman patient, 
under a caption that counsels ‘use loop’. Press releases elaborate 
on the theme, and the President of India, Sarvepalli Radha- 
krishnan, speaks out from a flyer: ‘With the lowering of infan¬ 
tile mortality, raising of the expectation of life, and the conquest 
of communicable diseases, there is no need to assume that only 
half the children will survive... I hope this week will make us 
think of the meaning of Family Planning.’ The Prime Mini- 
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stcr of India, Lai Bahadur Shastri, speaks from another flyer: 
‘On account of the urgent need to find resources for develop¬ 
ment of our defences and industries, and the shortage of food 
grains, it is essential to control increase in consumption... I send 
my best wishes for the success of the Family Planning Week.’ 

Family-planning centres everywhere are holding political 
rallies to promote birth-control, and I look in on one of a hun¬ 
dred or so centres in the Delhi district - a one-room shack set in 
one of the countless slums of the city that are washed by open 
drains. The rally is heralded by the setting up of a shamma, or 
doth canopy, behind the shack and by the monotonous thudding 
of a drum, but there is no sign of a crowd when I arrive, though 
it is past the announced time for the rally to begin. In the shack, 
on a straight-backed metal chair behind a small metal table, a 
woman in a white cotton sari sits facing the door; behind her is 
a half-curtained-off bed. She is the doctor in charge of the centre. 
Though she has a workmanlike air about her, she is clearly 
bedevilled by troubles. ‘Fifteen years, twenty-six billion rupees, 
and the efforts of three Five-Year Plans have all achieved noth¬ 
ing,’ she tells me. ‘Sterilization, we were told, would be the 
answer, but in the past eleven years we have been able to operate 
on only a million fathers. There are not enough doctors; even 
the best surgeons can’t do more than a few operations a day. 
Everything else is in short supply, too. Anyway, villagers associ¬ 
ate sterilization with castration, so most of them won’t hear of 
the operation. Now it is the intra-uterinc contraceptive device 
that we are told is the answer. In the past five months ~ since the 
programme was started, in July - three hundred thousand in¬ 
sertions have been made, at government expense. I have done 
ninety-two myself. In every case, there has been bleeding, Just 
today, I have had a total of five patients, and I have had to re¬ 
move the I.U.C.D.s from three of them, because of the bleeding. 
In other countries, bleeding has been reported in less than five 
per cent of the cases.’ 

‘How do you explain the discrepancy?’ I ask. 

'Our women bleed because they are anaemic, and they are 
anaemic because they have nothing to eat, and they have nothing 
to cat because they have too many children. It is a vicious circle. 
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Wkt can fee done?’ (Later, I discover that another woman 
tor, Usha Dey, who is in charge of an urban family-planning 
clinic in another part of India, regards bleeding as nothing more 
than a passing occurrence. Reporting in the Journal of the In- 
dian Medical Association, she writes that her clinical experience 
disclosed that bleeding - minor, moderate, or seveit - was the 
common symptom for which patients sought advice but that 
‘such symptoms were not serious and were relieved with treat¬ 
ment’. She simply advises iron for the anaemic patients and says 
that heavy doses of vitamins C and K and "styptovit” often 
control the bleeding in others. Of course, the problem of pay¬ 
ing for these medicines remains. In any event. Dr Dey’s opti¬ 
mism is not shared by many of her colleagues, who declare that 
the I.U,C,D cannot begin to solve India’s population problem. 
They point out that Indian women will not submit to gynaeco¬ 
logical examinations by male doctors, that there are only ten 
thousand women doctors in all India, and that of these only one 
thousand are actively engaged in birth-control work. They point 
out what the proportions of the problem are: simply in order 
to reduce the yearly population increase, the government must 
annually prevent nine million children from being born, and 
there are now ninety million couples of childbearing age.) 

Now the doctor facing me, as though she were a hou.sewife 
who had just been discussing a laundry list instead of the enor¬ 
mous difficulties of birth control in India, shouts across to a ^rl 
who is sweeping the drain in front of the shack, ‘I gave the 
time for the rally as eleven o’clock 1 It’s now past noon I Where 
are all the mothers?’ 

‘They are just coming, Mistress, just coming,’ the girl replies. 

When I follow the doctor out to the yard behind the shack, 
it is thronged with children, who dodge in under the canopy and 
out again, as if the rally were just another tamasha, or spectacle, 

The doctor, all hustle and bustle, shoos them away. Self- 
appointed barkers appear and form a ring around the canopy. 
They yell for the mothers to come, and also serve as a cordon 
against the milling children. The doctor has now cleared a space 
for some women who are approaching. At last, the drumbeat 
having become frenetic, the canopied area is filled with women 
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- all with impassive faces, and all given to explosions of cough¬ 
ing - sitting cross-legged on the bare ground with babies in their 
laps. 

The doctor has stationed herself behind a display table set up 
at one end of the area and flanked by multicoloured streamers 
and by bright posters, with Hindi or Urdu captions, that have 
the simplicity of children’s books; for instance, there is a poster 
that shows two hemp charpojs, one sagging under the weight 
of a family of eight, and the other, as taut as a tennis racket, 
holding a family of four, On the table in front of the doctor are 
pamphlets, but these are all in English, as if they were intended 
for the educated inhabitants of a middle-class suburb; their 
gimmickry, though, is clearly aimed at another public. (One 
offers the mnemonic aid ‘"G” - Go and visit government- 
sponsored family-planning centres.’ Another u.ses what might 
be called the ‘if-only-they-could-speak’ formula, showing a child 
who says, ‘I am one of your five children ~ how I wish I had 
remained the .second and last child of the family I’) But what is 
most prominent on the table in front of the doctor is a garish 
display of a plastic torso with detachable parts, which is hedged 
in by shiny brass trays, some piled with samples of contracep¬ 
tive devices - including I.U.C.D.s of half a dozen types - and 
others with model meals offering substitutes for the fruits and 
meats that contain necessary vitamins and proteins but are be¬ 
yond the reach of most Indians. 

The doctor claps her hands for silence, but she does not say 
anything. Both she and the crowd remain mute. One of the 
barkers, practically trumpeting, clears a path, carrying the doc¬ 
tor’s metal chair ahead of him. He is followed by a bespectacled 
gentleman - an officer of the Health Ministry - who sits down 
in it, on the doctor’s right, and begins speaking immediately. 
‘Sistens,’ he says, in Hindi, ‘you know why we are all here. This 
exhibition has been arranged by my department, which cares 
for your health, to tell you that there are ways of having small 
families, I have heard it said that only the poor have many 
children and the rich have few children. But, sisters, you, too, 
now, thanks to modern science, can be richer than you are by 
having fewer children. In .recent times, I have also heard the 
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argument that our enemies, Pakistan and China, together have 
eight hundred million people, while India has only four hun¬ 
dred and eighty million; how can four hundred and eighty nm - 
lion people defeat eight hundred million? This is the nunibeis 
argument. But wars, sisters, as you should know, are not won 
only by numbers of people; they are won also by the number of 
weapons a nation has, the size of the weapons, the way they are 
used, and the health of the soldiers, So when you get back to the 
streets where you live, tell your other sisters that today you went 
to an exhibition and saw many different ways of having few 
children, and that it is not necessary to have many chiklrar to 
fight our enemies. Now your doctor will demonstrate different 
ways to have smaller, happier families. ’ 

The officer of the Health Ministry leaves as unexpectedly and 
hurriedly as he arrived - with the barker trumpeting as before. 
Evidently, this was one of a series of appearances the officer was 
making at rallies about the city. 

The doctor holds up one contraceptive device after another 
and describes at some length the advantages and disadvantages 
of each. Her remarks seem to leave her audience far behind. 
‘If you want a double-check system,’ she says, ‘you can do two 
of thirteen different things.’ Here she outlines just about all the 
possible combinations of the various alternative methods, ino,st 
of them quite unfeasible for the impoveri.shed women, who, 
however, watch her with awe, At the end, she explains that she 
realizes that probably the best thing for Indian women is the use 
of I.U.C.D.s or their husband’s sterilization; it is a matter of 
principle with her to acquaint them with all the other methods. 
‘We are a democracy,’ she explains, ‘and I want you to be aware 
of all the choices open to you, even if you cannot avail your.sclf 
of them.’ 

Now the doctor moves through the crowd, passing the articles 
around and giving further explanations to the speechless women. 
While this is going on, I hear strange sounds from the direction 
of the shack, and, going inside to investigate, di,scover that a 
troupe made up of teenage relatives of the doctor is busy re¬ 
hearsing a skit called ‘Happy Home’, I am informed that it will 
wind up the rally but not for some time, because the officer was 


only the first of several itinerant politicians and Ministry officials 
who are expected to put in an appearance. One teenager pro¬ 
claims, his voice breaking as he essays the sonorous tone of a 
radio aiiouncer, ‘Yes, thanks to the doctor and what he calls 
jmily phinnitijr, We do not want any more children. We would 
like to feed, educate, and clothe our children well. Frequent 
pregnancies are the cause of misery in our village homes.’ 


College Girls 

Today, I continue making the rounds of a university that is an 
air hop from Delhi. I have been spending a few days here, 
mostly in the company of two delightful girls, Nina and Chuni. 
As the most fashionable and most widely admired young ladies 
at their college, they have been asked by a professor to take me 
in tow. Like many educated Indian girls, Nina and Chuni, who 
are both Hindus, received their early schooling at convents; the 
Catholic Church was the pioneer of women’s education in India 
and remains in its vanguard today. The two girls and their 
friends consider themselves emancipated women and their col¬ 
lege a modern institution, every bit the equal of the best men’s 
college of the university, to which the majority of the boys come 
from private boarding schools that were originally modelled 
on that substantial Victorian institution the British public 
school. As it happened, though, this kind of school, in its trans¬ 
plantation to India, went through mutations in which the intel¬ 
lectual part of the cricket-and-classics curriculum became 
recessive, with the result that a hybrid form of education, at 
once English and Indian, is now dominant, This means that 
professors in these modern colleges more often than not read out 
their lectures sentence by sentence in an Engli.sh that does no 
more than meet the unexacting standards of present-day India 
(to understand a Madrasi or a Maharashtrian lecturing in 
English, one almost has to know his native Tamil or Marathi), 
and that the students take down the lectures word for word, Yet 
perhaps this is as it should be, for now that the British-born 
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teachers have gone homcj English is on its way to becoming a 
native language - or, rather, native languages. (One native lam 
guage has already been given the name Hlnglish. It u.ses English 
parts of speech for more complicated functions and Hindi parts 
of speech for simpler function.s, as in this Hingli,sh sentence: 
‘Dekho great democratic institutions kaise India main develop 
ho rahi hain,’ which in English is 'See how the great demo¬ 
cratic institutions are developing here in India.’) In any event, 
the contemporary gam and chelas^ or teachers and disciple.s, 
give the impression in their classes of running through a dicta¬ 
tion .session at a secretarial school, mindful only of the spectre of 
the final examination - as faceless as its markers - waiting to 
sort the students out, when they leave the university, asjf they 
were eggs of different sizes. 

Chuni, Nina, and I are now sitting in a coffee shop near the 
university, and the girls are looking at the matrimonial ad¬ 
vertisements in the Sunday Hindustan Times^ a leading Engli,sh- 
language daily. The advertisements in the Hindustan Times are 
probably the best in the field, and the field is a large one, for 
such notices appear regularly in most Indian papers and, along 
with a constant canvassing of relatives and friends, serve as 
match-makers and marriage brokers for the majority of the 
young people who live in the cities - the cities being a .sort of 
no man’s land between, on the one hand, hundreds and thou¬ 
sands of villages, with their almost predestined caste and com¬ 
munity marriages, and, on the other, the promised land of 
titillating Hollywood and Bombay screen romances. In either 
case, love, as it is portrayed in Romeo and Juliet, is inconceiv¬ 
able, the romantic tradition of the West being for the most part 
still alien to India. 

'Listen to this,’ Chuni says, with a giggle.' “Wanted, Sikh/ 
Hindu match for beautiful Convent educated graduate Sikh 
girl, 21, daughter of highly placed Class r Officer of well con¬ 
nected family. Young men with Public School education from 
Class r Central Services Foreign or highly qualified engineers 
and covenanted executives with status, Hmily background need 
correspond. Box 22404-CH. Hindustan Times, New Delhi-i.” 
Gosh, Nina, she doesn’t want to miss by a hair. “Well-placed 


match for Hindu, legally divorced virgin girl, aged 27..How 
dare she advertise? ! 5 hc is iiltna-moderii if she has had a divorce, 
And here is a fabulous bachelor, who should at least be modern, 
with his background. “Medico, Vaish girl for bachelor, run¬ 
ning 23, appearing Medical Final, belonging millionaire, edu¬ 
cated, reputed J.ain family. Father Surgeon. Medical College 
Profc.ssnr...’’ Drosh it, even Christians advertise - “Prote.stant 
Christian ... Varsity Lecturer, Invites offers from parents of 
accomplished girls...’’ And how about thisl “Orthodontia 
U,S,A., pmefising in Canada. Early marriage. Detailed infor¬ 
mation at first instance.’’ Dash it, even .someone in Canada I’ 
She puts down the paper in disgust at the very idea of matri¬ 
monial advertisements. 

Nina picks it up and reads .some other adverti-sements, in an 
antiphonal rcspon.se, Both girls speak Engli.sh with a sing,song 
Punjabi accent, which makes the ads sound like Chaucer read 
aloud. ‘ "Match for educated Jat girl, of 19, early marriage, 
Dowry .seekers please excuse,.Poor girl, .siie probably won’t 
get anyone If she can’t afford a dowry. And listen to this: 
“Settled bachelor, i.ssuclcss widower for beautiful, homely W/V 
in H/H’’ and "Matric Khatri Virgin of 28 with bit slow gait, 
due typhoid,..’’Poor thing I’ 

In reply to a question from me, .she explains .some of the jar¬ 
gon of the matrimonial adverti.sements. ‘W/V’ is welkensed; 
‘H/H’ is household. Other terms, like ‘matric’ (the .school-leav¬ 
ing examination) and ‘homely’ (accomplished at hou,sekeeping), 

I can interpret for myself, just as I can recognize the religions, 
like Jain, and the ca.stcs, like Khatri and Vai.sh. 

'Oh, go.sh, here are .some really sad ca.sesl’ Nina exclaims. 
'“Suitable match for Sikh boy, clean shaven with deformity 
spine..And "Suitable match for an Agrawal girl, beautiful... 
The girl had one extra finger in each hand which have been re¬ 
moved by operation,’’ ’ 

Chuni .seems cha.stened. Soon, over coffee, she and Nina are 
talking about how strange it is that in an advancing society 
like India’s the advcrti.scment should still be, for shopkeepers 
and millionaires alike, one of the common ways of arranging 
marriages. The girls’ views have a modem ring, in keeping 
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with ,he furmshings of the coffee chop. The chic «,!.« coo- 
gregate here. At first glance, it .seam ioaistiiigiiiaial)l., tom 
f„/coflee bar in Lontlon or Paris tor it has a I*™; 
espresso machines, and a generally seedy air. IIn\ e u, (here 
arc differences, The iukchoa plays one sciitiraenta love song 
after another, all from the cinema - the mexhami thin reservoir 
of treacle in India. Boys and girls sit at separate tahles, in groii|« 
of two, three, or four, elaborately ignoring each tither or, very 
occasionally, from the safety of their tables, exchanging murks 

;ionIcatcha.occasin„,d^ 

always in a feminine voice, or Wdy\ always^ 

slang that was current in England several generations ago. here 
are furtive glances at our table, and at one other ralik that docs 
not follow the pattern of sexual segregation. 
couple are sitting. The girl has a pile of books in front of her. 
She is constantly fidgeting with them, or else patting her hair, 
while the boy talks earnestly, sometimes wiili the wisiliil ex¬ 
pression of one recalling his childhnotl. They have a surre[»tt- 
Ls air about them, such as I have noticed in other young 
couples here, who somehow all give the impression of making 

their first tryst. , 

Nina and Chuni, who arc just nineteen and are studying lor 
M.A.s, seem happy, and so do the rest of the .students in the 
coffee shop. Everybody is eating, with an air of frank en)oynient, 
from a plate of potato or of fish or of chicktm patties drgipnig 
with tomato sauce. Now Chuni begins telling me abfiiit the 
assault’ - a scandal that has set the whole university t.alkiiig, and 
especially the M.A. clas.scs, in which girls and boys sit together. 
Nina, the victim, is for the most part quiet, as though she were 
still numbed by the incident, which took place almost a month 

ago. _ 

‘It started off with these dashed insulting poems, Chum say.s, 
speaking in a quick, nervous manner. ‘We used to get hundreds 
of them, but mostly we threw them out without reading them - 
‘I remember one addres,sed to Chuni,’ Nina breaks in. Boys 
call Thy Chuni/Girls name Thy Funny/I call Thee Honey/ 
Won’t you give me Any?" ’ 


‘And I remember one addressed to you,' Chuni says sharply. 
‘ "Some u,sed Patton/Some used Gun/If you are one/Forgive 
me then 1-1 am?’” 

‘I don’t get that, Chuni,’ I say. 

She explains that the admiring bard is comparing Nina to a 
Patton tank; since the second Indo-Pakistan war, in which the 
Indians captured many such tanks, given to the Pakistanis by 
the Americans only for use against the Chinese, ‘the Patton’, 
thought to be a very modern piece of equipment, has become 
.something of a joke term among the Indians for the ‘backwoods 
mentality’ of Muslim soldiery. 

Both girls arc pretty, with dark'eyes and long, shiny black 
braids, and it is bizarre to think of either one of them in con¬ 
nection with forty-five tons of murderous steel. They arc dressed, 
like twin si.sters, in orange-trimmed white pyjama-style trousers, 
orange veils, and orange shirts trimmed with sequins and but¬ 
toned up to the neck with silver bells - typical Punjabi clothes. 

‘But, after the poems, Red Flag started writing us letters,’ 
Chuni says. ‘We named him Red Flag because he always wears 
this revolting red sweater. It has this thick cable stitching. I know 
one of his letters by heart.’ And, to my surprise, Chuni actually 
recites the letter. ‘ ‘‘Hallo both of you,’’ ’ she begins, not so much 
in a student’s monotone as in an actresses’s soulful voice.' “How 
was the first one - the Patton? No appreciation. Surprising. I 
think I defined you two rather well. You are two ultra-modern 
dome.sticated creatures of the twentieth century, both basking in 
the glory of each other’s love. Please keep up my confidence in 
you two, I know you two have a soft corner for me. You think I 
am crazy I Well, I am not. I think by now you must be curious to 
know who I am. My name is in the dictionary, anywhere from A 
to Z. You think it is ‘Jawahar’ [Urdu for ‘jewel’]. Well, it is not. 
If you guess my name, I will treat you anywhere to a gala party. 
So get busy. Ask Sheila to help you. She is very intelligent. We 
are both alike. I have written my names in this letter in a twisted 
form. You can’t guess them. Please, Sheila, help them. My name 
is in a name which is not my name, That is all for now. See you 
again.’” 

I smile to myself, and ask the girls, who had in fact known his 
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identity all along, to tell me a little about him. But thy "I'- 
scssed by his red sweater, which .seems to mm him tip for them, 
I can picture him only in the most general terms - reticent, 
gauche, and possibly desperate. 

'What did he actually dof’I ask. 

We girls were standing under a tree, five of us - we usually go 
in ou, group - and a grmtp of boy., was atandinfi not «r, far 
away,' Chuni says. ‘Red Flag was one of the group of boy.^ Sod- 
denly he walked over to us. He always makes a miisantc of Inm- 

ril like that. He begged to shake Nlna-shan,Weall,of couny 

pot out hands behind our backs. But he had the m to rea.:h 
Lck and seize Nina’s hand and shake it fomhl) as the Wiys 
looked on and elapped. They must have put hrm up to it will, a 
bet. Nina started crying. I looked daggers at them. Later, when 
looked at my hand.s, there was blood on them. I must have had 
my fists clenched very tight, I was so mad. And Nina cniildn t 

"^^Thaull that happened?’ I ask. 'Is that what you call “the 


assault’ ? , erst Ml 

Both girls appear shocked at the question. They still .sei'm .so 
affected by the incident that, ridiculous though it is in itself, I 

find I am feeling sympathy for them. 

'Have you made your peace with him now?’ I ask. 

‘Certainly not!’ Chuni .say.s, We complained to Dr Lai, our 
favourite professor, and he made Red Flag apologi'/.c to us in 
front of the whole class; he didn't want to, hut Dr Lai forced him 
ta But Red Flag still hasn’t learnt his lesson, lust toilay, we have 
got another anonymous letter, and we arc sure that it s front him. 
I have a good mind to turn this one over to Dr LaL’ 

Chuni passes me a long letter. I read it over, and I am charmed 
by its touching innocence, by its special Indian English. 'Lovely 
Friends’, the .salutation reads. And what follows is in the same 


ingenuous vein: 


It is really very sad that, due to certain unfortunate and involuntary 
circumstances, a wide gulf of misunderstanding has cropped up 
amongst you two and me. Maybe we are ourselves to be blamed for it 
all Anyhow, let me not go into full details in this letter. 
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I also fed, on my part, that my behaviour has at times been most 
unrca.sonablc and unjustifiable - it may look so, to you - but I ha,stc to 
assure you, dear ladies, especially Miss Nina in particular, that I have 
slapped back sharply, only when I was provoked in the most blatant 
manner. 

The best thing for us all to do will be not to dig up old memories, 
even if wc all live by memories alone, and forget the malice and start 
a friendship based on the fairest of all ideals. 

Ple.isc take care to iinie that this letter is neither a letter begging 
your pardon nor flattering you at the same time. It is a letter bringing 
to you my warm hand of great expectations, 

As to signify your rising to my expectations, please put on a white 
dre.s.s - from Dupatta [Urdu for ‘veil’] to shoes ~ all white -* on 
Friday, 29th of this month. If in case it is not sunny on that day, then 
I expect you to put on the dress of peace on the next sunny day. 

I am posting this letter with a lovely hope, which is, that ‘a woman 
is like a reed, it bends to every brecRc but the tempest breaks it not’. 

I beg to remain Yours Forever, the one you know so well, or the 
one you know as Oumnaam [Urdu for ‘namdess']. 

P,S, If your answer is in affirmative, I would like to contact you 
there in the campus, but for the sake of m.an and God, remain aloof 
for a few days, after the d.iy of pc,ace - till I meet you from your 
group of Five Girls, I am, in fact, a bit shy by nature or perhaps it is 
something else, I don't know what. 

So long then, with many best wishc,s, The Same Unchangeable Me. 

‘But the letter is well meant,’ I say, I am a,stonishccl chat Chunt 
and Nina regard it as another insult. 

‘Rubbish,’ Chuni says. ‘You don't understand.’ 

‘After all, he only shook your hand, Nina.’ 

Tic touched me,’ Nina say.s. 

‘FIc touched her jorcitly !' Chuni adds. 

‘Will you ever make peace with him?’ I atik. 

‘Never,’ Chuni says. 

In the few day.s I have .spent in the company of Chuni and 
Nina, I have come to like them very much. They have an over¬ 
whelming disposition for affection; spontaneous in everything, 
they are always cither scornful or .adulatory; they never have any 
doubt about what is right and what is wrong; and once they have 
made up their minds they are immovable. So, after a half-hearted 
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attempt to plead the cause of the boy whose poems and letters 

have been so disdainfully spurned, I give up. _ 

Around us in the coffee shop, the students are still eating and 
the mted coapk m ttiU talking. Tki. both talking and tatmg 
nearly come to a stop as the jukebox plays the first few bars ol a 
particularly melancholy song. I recognke It as b. ng front a pic¬ 
ture called 'Zeenat' (Urdu for 'decoration'), which went to as a 
child of eleven. At that time, the picture was wilt.ily po[)ular m 
India. No one, young or old, could sit through it with dry eyes, 
and practically everyone sobbed when the hcroiiie - [ilaycd by 
Nur Jehan, the most passionately adored actress in India at the 
time - sang this song. The reaction to Nur Jehan s singing i.s not 
very different today, I notice as she moans, on the record; 

‘Nightingales don’t cry here, 

Overflowing tears are forbidden here. 

Even you, the prisoners of these cages, arc forbidden to wail here. 

I am the cry whose listener is dead; 

I am that tear, forbidden to fall even into a veil. 

I am left in the middle of the storm, 

And the boatman has gone, saying, 

"Drown yourself in the whirlpool; 

You arc forbidden to come to the shore,”' 

When, at the end of the song, I say good-bye to the two girls, 
kohl-tinged tears have gathered in their eyes. 



2. Native Wood-Notes 


All India Radio Music Festival 

Willard Rhodes, director of the Center for Studies in Ethno- 
musicology at Columbia University, who is at present spending a 
sabbatical year in Madras studying Indian classical music, said 
recently, in a lecture, 'Music is... as universal as language, and 
there are as many musics as languages... The Westerner is oft- 
times perplexed by the strangeness of Oriental music, and the 
Asian is apt to have difficulty in understanding the music of the 
West. An unprejudiced ear, a receptive mind, and a little 
knowledge will go a long way toward the understanding and 
enjoyment of a foreign musical culture. If people can be bilingual 
and multilingual, they can be bimusical and multimusical.’ I con¬ 
sider myself multimusical. While I was growing up, in India, I 
spent many years learning classical Indian music, with a view to 
taking it up as a vocation, and later, In the United States, I 
studied a little violin, accordion, and piano. In any case, I feel 
completely at ease with the music that Narayana Menon is now 
picking out on his vina, I also feel a little nostalgic, reminded of 
the summer of 1959, when the poet Dorn Moraes and I first met 
Narayana, here in Delhi, and found his home a refuge from the 
lacerating world outside. In Gone Away, a book in which Moraes 
told about some of our travels together in India, he recounted; 


Narayana Menon lives in a cool second-floor flat with a... draw¬ 
ing room ... the walls palisaded with paintings by modern Indian 
painters. He waved his long hand towards one and said in his light 
and gentle voice: 'Do you like that? Hussein’s latest. He painted it 
only the other day. 1 think it’s good, don’t you? Come and sit 
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j ' ^cn*ATit hroiieht in fin-and 4 lnrcs, anti a (Wtiy little 

golden bough. 

On this winter d,, in .965.»' “ 
room spin, wilk some of those pjinlmgs still abut me,! rdlKt 
that the interring years have only mellowed the calls, Mala, 
now in her teens, is doing her homework tn the iten room. 
Twiddling the keyig Narayana talks .about onr fortuttous n «t- 
int the other day, after so many years. We ran into one an.iihet 
auhe Paris aiiplrt, of all places, while I was on ray wa,y to India 
and Narayana was returning home from an intcrnaimnal ^ 
terenee, which he had attended in the capacity »' " 

general of the All India Radio. Tt had to do svith .satcllitK, k 
Llained. 'Several of us - leaders in our fields from difauit 
coLries - were invited to Paris to dknss the problems «. 
netted with communications satcihtes. The day is at haiid wb n 
you will take your letter to the post office and « will be ph. o- 
Led there and, a minute later, transmilled ten thousand miles 
by satellite. The airlines have already started to worry for fear 
that business executives will find it easier tn send such mstan- 
taneous letters than to travel themselves.’ 

Narayana seemed almost giddy at the prospect of the brave 
tomorrow, and since I thought of him primarily as J nimtman, 
his enthusiasm struck me as a bit bizarre. Now, in Delhi, he talks 
about the way the bureaucracy is wearing him down; the con¬ 
firmation of his appointment as director general has become a 
political issue, because he is a Malayalam-spcaking Kcralan from 
the south, the home of the Carnatic system of music, and many 
north Indians want a Hindi-speaking northerner who is familiar 


with the Hindustani system of music - the two systems being the 
two branches of Indian classical music. Narayana says he wishes 
to escape from India and settle down in London or New York. 
At the moment, however, he is grateful for the refuge provided 
by the All India Radio Sangect Sammelan, or music festival, 
which he has organized and has invited me to attend. 

'A full week of planned concerts, and the President of India 
will open it!' Narayana says, again speaking with enthusiasm. 
'Bismillah Khan and Manik Varma and Ali Akbar Khan and 
Kumar Gandharva and Begum Akhtar and Bhimsen Joshi will 
all be performing. The programme is not as good as some pro¬ 
grammes we have had in the past -1 wish we had Vilayat Khan 
on the sitar ~ hut it’s still splendid for the money available. We 
have got, playing the sand, AU Akbar Khan, whom I personally 
consider the finest Indian musician performing today. In sheer 
depth and musical feeling I would put him above Ravi Shankar. 
And Bismillah Khan is the outstanding exponent of the shahnai, 
which he has converted from a band instrument into a highly 
refined and sensitive chamber-music instrument. He’s one of the 
half-dozen musicians in India who are most in demand and get 
the highest fees. Kumar Gandharva is an extraordinary character. 
He had a meteoric rise as a musician. By the age of fifteen or six¬ 
teen, he was established as one of the more impressive bright 
young .singers. Though he is a classicist, he is also very much of 
an innovator - the orthodox would say too much of an innovator. 
Begum Akhtar sings that light-classical form of love lyric, the 
timmri, with wonderful elegance and charm. Though she may 
have passed her peak as a singer, she, too, is an extraordinary 
character. As the wife of a barrister of Lucknow, she is a tre¬ 
mendously energetic society lady. Manik Varma is a good singer, 
although not easy to enjoy the first time you hear her, because .she 
doe.s go on a bit long. If I take Mala, she says, “Daddy, let’s go 
. out and have a Coca-Cola now.” Incidentally, how about having 
a whi.sky on the rocks? Everyone drowns whisky here, and in 
summer I like it drowned myself, but in this cold weather I like 
to taste my whisky.’ 

. I accept. 
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The Sangeet Sammelan concerts are held in a broadcastinj;. 

bro.dc,«g 

IS said to jujj j, fHcmblc this ancknl form, 

*Z"E i’vki of Lme musicians the two arc fumla- 
,n fact, th" “ j „i system of music, which .iocs not 

:;;1 m™ 0 coi oU buil. arou.d some thousand, 
f Sror melodic scale patterns, each having its own 

paSrladitional combination of notes-^ 

the twelve possible tones of the octave, with die tome and sunic- 
ttsTdominant fixed - and each being based upon one 
of seventy-two meks, generic scale patterns that have their own 
c nlng and descendbg structures. Each has its own •x- 
Te a ^character, and, because it celebrates either a t.nw o day 
or a Lason of the year or a specific occasion, is csse-ntially mo- 
spheric. There is practically no notation, and everything is kh to 
the ability to impLise imaginatively - to wring new coin nna- 
tions frol the given structure of the ruga. A typical ruga |)liiyi.d 

distinct phases. It may open with a slow, a[doratory iiivoca mn 
. (uhp\ which gives way to a melodic variation together wit a 
rhythmic passage {jor\ which, in turn, move.s into » mp' 
flolish oLAm But this may be only an introduction to 
the second phase (guth), which is governed by one of a hudru 
and seventy-five talas, or rhythmic cycles; these range ftom ui its 
of three to units of two hundred and ,sixty-one beats, or [ntisa- 
tions, in various traditional combinations of stressed and un- 
stressed beats. Since the talas and beats arc a matter of tmliiion, 
there is considerable difference of opinion on their numlxts, one 
authority maintaining that there are three hundred and sixty 
talas, which range from units of three to units of a hundred and 
eight beats. In any case, the musicians tend to use the same Jew 
talas again and again. The talas are drummed out on a pair of 
tablas, or hand drums, in accompaniment to the instriimeni dur¬ 
ing the gath and the /V, so that alongside the melodic .structure 
is established another, rhythmic structure. Tensions between the 
melodic instrument and the rhythmic instrument develop and 


increase, the two being held together only by the coincidence of 
the fixed notes of the raga and the principal streaes of the tala 
as runs, variations, and recapitulations build up in a crescendo. 

The festival concerts are likely to begin at the awkward hour 
of 6130 p.M. and last only an hour and a half, which includes an 
interval, and, besides being tantalizingly brief, they are uneven. 
But I attend them all, for the music and the musicians create m 
my imagination the atmosphere of some elfin royal court, recall¬ 
ing my childhood as nothing else can. 

At the first concert, Bismillah Khan, a man of about fifty, 
wearing one carring and a neat little moustache, presides, with 
his shahnai - an instrument resembling an oboe - over a troupe 
of half a dozen, The shahnai that takes possession of the audi¬ 
torium is as shrill and piercing as a child's pipe, but its wailing, 
nasal sound is somehow transformed into music by Bismillah 
Khan's playing. As he plays, another shahnai serves as a drone, 
a couple more start echoing and answering Bi^illah Khan's 
phrases, and, throughout, a drummer, working in deep concen¬ 
tration, flicks, raps, and cuffs the tablas in a rapid pitter-patter. 
Bismillah Khan settles down to a progression of lilting runs - 
singling out a phrase, toying with it, embellishing it - and the 
listeners, who are mostly government officers and their wives 
invited to the concerts as guests, nod gently and tap their feet 
lightly on the floor. Bismillah Khan now holds a note on the 
shahnai for a painfully long time, and the listeners hold their 
breath in sympathy until the note trails off into a barely audible 
squeak. Then, having taken a long breath, Bismillah Khan sud¬ 
denly fills the hall with a burst of thin bagpipe-like notes, and 
the hall explodes with cheers \'Wah wahf and 'Bohut acchel 
Another day, Ali Akbar Khan takes the stage, and he sets me 
to thinking about how well the sarod would do for jazz. The 
instrument consists of an unfretted metal bar with about a score 
of strings, some constantly resonating in the background, some 
serving as percussive drones, and some tuned to the tones of the 
ram to be played. Its muted twang can be compared to the sound 
of a banjo, but in the hands of Ali Akbar Khan the sarod is as^ex- 
pressive as a complete jazz combo. Whether Ah Akbar Khan 
tunes the instrument - as he often does - in the middle of a raga, 
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Of soaps a, string, or suddenly launches into what sounds like the 
refrain of ‘Lemon Tree’, or clicks his nails against the bar as his t 

left hand moves swiftly up and down, or subdues his playing in | 

deference to the stir caused by a distinguished late arrival, all is j 

somehow gathered into the accommodating wga, which he plays | 

much of the time in an almost impenetrable trance, his eyes I 

closed. I 

The concerts of Manik Varma and Begum Akhtar send my | 

thoughts in a different direction. (Begum Akhtar sits on the floor | 

of the stage, decked out in emeralds and diamonds - including a ; 

nose ring - and with a green shawl to match the emeralds thrown | 

carelessly about her shoulders. She sings love lyrics with abandon, | 

a coquettish smile on her lined face, sending the audience, young f 

and old, into raptures,) They start a multi musical discussion in 1 

my head about the limitation that Indian singers have imposed | 

on themselves from ancient times by singing mostly from the j 

throat, and often closing off the enormous range of chest tones i, 

and head tones, so that their voices have the light quality of child- t 

hood. It is clear, though, that this in no way disturbs the enjoy- t 

ment of the listeners, who exuberantly nod to the rhythm until .i 

they seem to be physically controlled by the performer. Their [ 

musical experience, limited to unharmonized melodies, is more j 

akin to that of medieval Christian monks, limited to plainsong, | 

than to that of a modern Western audience, whose appreciation | 

encompasses the vast body of complex music that includes * 

Monteverdi, Wagner, and Webern. The music reviews published i, 

in the Indian newspapers seem appropriately pre-Baconian, One, ■ | 
in the English-language Times of India^ is headlined ‘unfor- | 

GETTABLE RECITAL BY K, GANDHARVA*, with the by-line ‘By I 

Our Music Critic’, and reads, in part: | 

A figure of despair in a dark dungeon with not a ray of hope from | 

any quarter, wailing and whimpering - this image seemed to dance | 

in many a tearful eye as Kumar Gandharva sang.,. Kumar Gan- | 

clharva is among the most imaginative musicians, ignited by a divine | 

spark... The artiste [the plain word ‘artist’ is seldom used in India] | 

has carved out a style, an utterance of his own - a style consisting of I 

short and pithy phrases which become an ideal vehicle to convey the I 

pain and privation of his heart, The pithy utterance, coming out with | 


a vocal outburst, acts like a dagger dealing a deep stab wound at 
every step. In the slow movement... for how long did he suspend 
the use of an orn.iinental flourish which came at last like rain on 
parched, iinslaked earth? How many in the audience averred their 
appreciation? There was not a syllable not suffused with the deepest 
emotion, To this was added the soft muffled beauty of his voice and 
a clean and incisive attack nn the intonations. 

But .sa.ying that the music of Bismillah Khan, Ali Akbar 
Khan, and the rest is uncultivated may be rather like Milton’s 
saying If... sweetest Shakespeare, Fancy’s child,/Warble his 
native wood-notes wild’. In some ways, the music appears wholly 
contemporary. Sometimes the absence of a determinable key 
makes it resemble that of the atonal school- At other times, the 
cngros!;ing inventiveness, the vast room for improvisation, vari¬ 
ation, and embellishment, makes it .seem akin to jazz - not all 
jazz but some, Moreover, many of the instruments, which at first 
may grate on Western ears, open up a new world of sound, in 
which the seeming dissolution of half tones into quarter tones, 
eighth tones, and so on - the result of endless eli.sions - endows 
the squeaks, peeps, drones, and twangs with unexpected lyrical 
qualities. The very delicacy of their music commands attention. 
Similarly, the vocalists, given their laryngeal limitations, perform 
marvels. By the end of the .series of concerts, therefore, I find my¬ 
self sharing in the exuberant enjoyment of the listeners around me. 


The Two Systems and Subbnk\slmi’s Voice 

Mostly, Subbulakshmi sings the Carnatic music of the south, yet 
she thrills audiences brought up on the Hindu.stani system of the 
north, to whom her music is, as it were, Greek. Although the 
Carnatic sy.stem. shares wgar and /nfer, ,and its origins and basic 
concepts, with the Hindustani system, and also has no harmony, 
the systems have developed in regional isolation over so many 
centuries that some practitioners have not been aware of the 
common ancestry of the two, and this is still true, despite the fact 
that some of the minor distinctions between them - for instance, 
the difference in instruments, such as the use of the mridangm> 
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, ri„gle krrektaprf drum, ta the C.rn« .y®m imtead of 
the aih of the Hindustani system; the varying degrees em¬ 
phasis of instrument and voice in the two systems; add he use o 
fwo different names for the same mgu, or, “ 

the same name for two different r.g.r-ha,e lately been m . ng 
under the heat of nationalism. The reason the practi loners of the 
two systems at time, .still appear hostile, like n«.on*o warring 
countries, is that the systems do, in a sense, difftr in funda 
mentals. Carnatic music, because it has some notation and a body 
of compositions - a succession of pupils having noted down the 
performances of their masters - is likely to be intricate, rigid, 
mathematical, and intellectual, whereas Hindustam music i 
likely to be simple, fleiible, charming, and elegant. Be vom of 
Subbulakshmi is the closest thing to an Indian lingua franca. The 
music she sings is not easy tot the uninitiated to comprehend yet 
the Indian populace, which as a rule enjoys only sentimental love 
songs, is overcome by her performances, especially when her songs 
arc devotional - and they generally are, Narayana toon, who, 
like many other enthusiastic Indians, tries to enhance homcgniwn 
talent with the magic of foreign associations, has written, 'Subbu- 
lakshmi's reputation today is not unlike Galli-Curci s or Mel¬ 
ba’s . More aptly, her following can be compared with that of 
Om Kulsum’s in the Middle East. Neither has a world reputation 
like Pabio Casals or Yehudi Menuhin, but in their own spheres 
both have left perhaps stronger imprints. And the spheres are by 
no means constricted geographically or in terms of population.’ 

Today, I am in Madras - an open, neatly laid-out city on the 
Bay of Bengal - in the house of Subbulak.shmi, which breathes 
an atmosphere of politic.s, journalism, and, above all, religion. It 
is evening, and I am talking with Subbulakshmi's husband, T. 
Sadasivam - renowned as her ‘guide, philosopher, and friend' - 
in hi,s offices, which take up the ground floor of the house. He is 
a tall man, wearing a dhoti, a \urUi, or loose shirt, and eyeglasses. 
In the manner of orthodox Hindus, his head is shaven except for 
a bodi-a tuft of hair at the back of the head, And, in the manner 
of the ultra-orthodox, his forehead is smeared with even stripes 
of white ash. He tells me that his wife helped to found his 
periodicals - the popular weekly Kall{i, in Tamil, and the weekly 


Swarajya, in English - both of which today specialize in ad¬ 
vancing the fighting views of C, Rajagopalacharya, who was 
once a leader of the ruling Congress Party but is now the tutelary 
of the anti-Congress, rightist Swatantra Party. After our talk, 
Sadasivam takes me up a wooden staircase, which leads to a huge 
verandah and a crowd of people, He introduces to me a woman in 
her thirties named Raciha, who is his daughter by a previous 
marriage; Mr K. S. Narayanaswami, a vina player; Mr V. V. 
Subramaniam, a violinist; Mr T, K. Murti, a mridan^m player; 
a dozen other people, identified simply as family members; and, 
finally, .Subbulakshmi. She stands in the background, with her 
hands pressed together in the Hindu greeting. She is petite and 
plump, with almond eyes and a cupld’s-bow mouth that breaks 
easily into a smile. Her hair is drawn tightly back into a chignon 
surrounded by flowers. Besides diamond earrings, she has a 
diamond on either nostril, in the fashion of a south Indian lady 
of means. She is dressed in a dazzling, luxurious sari of heavy 
green silk shot through with purple and bordered in black and 
gold, but she shows no sign of discomfort, though the heat is 
suffocating. (It i,s .said that autumn, winter, and spring in Madras 
arc hot and summer is hotter still, but, whatever the season, the 
ladies of means here wear the same heavy silks.) 

All of us follow Sadasivam in a sort of procession into a living 
room with pink walls, on which hang several pictures showing 
Subbulakshmi and Sadasivam with other famous people,. Sada- 
sivara gives a signal, and everyone sits down on green straw 
matting on the floor facing Sadasivam, who himself sits on a 
divan, asking me to sit beside him. 'Our Carnatic music is old,’ 
he says to me, in the manner of one beginning a lecture. The 
musicians are tuning their Instruments and warming up with 
little runs and snatches of mgas, Subbulakshmi and Radha ~ who 
is also wearing a chignon with flowers and a silk sari with a 
black-and-gold border - quietly arrange themselves on the floor, 
as if in a tableau. ‘We owe most of our Carnatic music to three 
great composers -Tyagaraja, Muthuswami Dikshitar, and Syama 
Sastri,’ Sadasivam goes on, ‘They were all three contemporaries 
of Beethoven, and they were all born in Tiruvarur, a village in 
Tanjore, but Dikshitar composed almost all his songs in Sanskrit 
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and Tyagaraja and Sastri composed theirs in Teltigii. Ucserom- 
posers are known as the trinity of Carnatic music. As if in^ that 
household private concerts were a daily occurrence, Satlasivam 
reels off a programme of songs for Subbulakshmno sing, hvery 
one of them h religious. He tells her to start with a hymn in 
praise of the goddess Kamakshi, to go on to hymns addressec to 
Shiva and to Vishnu and his incarnation, Lord Krishna, and to 
conclude with a couple of hymns from ‘Mcera. In one period of 
her life, Subbulakshmi acted and sang in a number (d Indian 
films, the most successful of which, perhaps, was Mecr.i. For a 
serious religious film - it was built around the lifc of Prince.^ 
Meera, who was a saintly poetess and a love of Lord Krishna - it 
became extraordinarily well known throughout India. ^ 

The drummer and the violinist leave off their exercises, and 
then the ma player also falls silent, and Subbulakshmi, wiihont 
so much as clearing her throat, starts to sing- PHr voici% easy, 
with a fine resonance, has the hypnotic quality of the I led iper .s 
flute, or of the sMmi, and the violinist, the mn player, .and 
the drummer, when they begin playing, seem to follow slightly 
behind her, note by note, rather than to accompany her. Radha 
sings along with Subbulakshmi, also note hy note. (Traditionally, 
in Carnatic music, a star pupil learns by imitating his teacher, in 
concerts as well as in practice sessions.) Sometimes Radha's sing¬ 
ing clouds the voice of Subbulakshmi, making her sound as if she 
were singing with tissue paper over her mouth. At other times, 
the supporting voice serves as a sounding board for Sulibii- 
lakshmi’s stronger one, and forgets that she is being accompanied, 
The words of Subhulakshmi’s songs arc always simple. Wliat 
gives the singing its power is the cadenzas, each more intricate 
than the last. As she .sings, almost in satnadhii or trance, she taps 
the floor in front of her with her left hand. 

When Subbulakshmi begins singing the hymns from ‘Meera’, 
everyone in the room seems to be caught up in her smadhu nml 
the sweetness of the hymns makes me remcmlxir the remarks of a 
critic who, in a spoken introduction on the sound track of the 
film, said, ‘The story of Meera is the story of India, the story of 
Indian faith, devotion, and ecstasy. Meera.., has no equal - no 
sequel, rather - in any part of the world ,., [though] Santa 
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Theresa, Saint Cecilia were great loi'ers of the mystic and had 
communion with Christ.., 1 am sure that whoever hears this' 
wonderful voice [of Subbulakshmi], whoever comes under the 
enchantment of her great gifts, will agree with me that she is not 
an interpreter of Meera l)ut Meera herself.’ 

Subbulakshmi finishes the hymns. 

‘Now the encore,’ Sadasivam says, breaking the spell. And 
Subbulakshmi at once resumes singing. This time, it is ‘Shambu 
Mahadev’: ‘0 Lord, whatever sins I may have committed, cither 
by word of mouth or by thought or by act, let me take the blame 
for them.’ 

‘This is a with the peaceful atmosphere of the dawn,’ 
Sadasivam whispers to me, ‘She sang it recently at the Edinburgh 
Festival, and the man in the next scat said to me, “Her song 
makes me feel I am melting away into nothingness.’’ ’ 

‘0 Lord, whatever sins I may have committed, cither by word 
of mouth or by thought or by act, let me take the blame for theft,’ 
Subbulakshmi repeats again and again. 

After the private concert, Sadasivam ushers us all into a large 
dining mom, with paintings of Hindu deities and princely per¬ 
sonages kioking down on high-backed carved chairs and a long 
table set with brass howls and banana leaves. The charm of the 
room is heightened hy a swing, made of polished wood, and 
larger than a bed, that hangs from strong metal cords off to one 
side. Sadasivam stands at the lioafi of the table, and Subbu¬ 
lakshmi goes to the foot. The rest of us line up along its sides as 
Sadasivam directs. As soon as wc take our scats, servants start 
heafiing the banana leaves and brass bowls with one kind of food 
after another, mostly combinations of rice, curd, and lentils with 
g/j/, or clarified butter, spices, and coconut chutneys, Each dish 
has its own name, I count nineteen names and then give up as my 
banana lc.af continues to be heaped with new foods, until it al¬ 
most overflows. Everyone cats, and what little conversation there 
is has to do with the food. 

Ry and by, though, I try to draw Subbulakshmi out on the 
.subject of her training as a musician and her life before licr 
marriage to Sadasivam (all such facts about her have been ob¬ 
scured by myth), but she seems to have left matters of this sort 
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far behind. She lets Sadasivam do all the talking, even though he 
is at the opposite end of the table. She appeans happiest when he 
talks about their life together and their religious devotion. 

‘Subbulakshmi has a very simple nature,^ Siulasivam says, his 
voice filling the room. ‘There is nothing in the world for her 
except her music and her devotion to God. I first saw her jn 1933, 
at the All India Spinners’ Exhibition. We were mairicd in 1940. 
Subbulakshmi, who has since given hundinis of concerts for 
charity, began her charity at home. She has absolute y no concep¬ 
tion of money, but when I decided to start a paper, she helped me 
by making films. With the money from one picture, I was able to 
start Kail. In 1954, when Subbulakshmi was awarded the title 
Padma Bhushan, at a public gathering, she k-came tearful and 
said, “How am I to deserve all this honour? I hen she somehow 
got the courage to speak up, and .she .said, ;‘My husband has been 
advising me throughout my career. He is my so a i le 
honour must go to him.” That is Subbulakshmi. She is a good 
Hindu wife. Now her mind is removed from all mundane 
things; she has given up everything for a life of religion. becauMi 
in 1956 she had the great good fortune to med the holy 
[universal teacher] Sankaracharya, of Sn Kanchi kamakoii 
Pcetam, in Kanchipuram, on a propitious day. Kanchipiiram is 
where the first jagadgum - some say he lived three hundred 
years ago, some say twelve hundred - became one with the Loul, 
Subbulakshmi had a weak back, but she wouldn’r wear a lirace. 
The doctors couldn’t cure her, but our jagtulgum cured her, with 
sacred ash. Since Subbulakshmi met the jagadgum, she has been 
going to Kanchipuram every year to sing for twelve hours during 
the Durgapuja. And she spends a great deal of her time in the 
puja [Sanskrit for ‘worship’] room in this house.’ 


Pupil 

I decide to ascend to the musical heights by seeking out the 
legendary, versatile Alauddin Khan, who is known simply as 
Baba (Urdu fur ‘old man’). He is Hindustani music’s unrivalled 


ustad (Urdu for ‘master’), Actually, 'usiad' is a sort of Muslim 
counterpart of ‘gum\ and since Baba, unlike ustads traditionally, 
has had many Hindu pupils, he is considered to be both ustad 
and guru. Ustad Alauddin Khan - Khan is a common Muslim 
name - has not only taught but adopted, along with a few pupils 
of promise, many students with no talent at all, because, or¬ 
phaned or unwanted, they were desperate for some means of sub¬ 
sistence. He has tried to give them a trade that could also offer 
them solace, though many of his fellow-musicians feel he has set 
himself the thankless task of extracting, as they say, ‘music from 
stones’, I-Ie has made his real son Ali Akbar Khan his heir 
apparent by revealing to him all the secrets of the art (even today 
the techniques of music are passed down only by word of mouth, 
as they have been for centuries), and has further insured the con¬ 
tinuation of the musical dynasty by marrying one of his real 
daughters to another of his pupils, Ravi Shankar. On different 
occasions, I talk with both the heirs about Baba. They give con- 
fu,sed and somewhat conflicting versions of his life, but they 
agree that, exccjit for Baba himself, Plis Plighness Maharaja Sir 
Brijnath Singh Ju Deo Bahadur, K.C.I.E., is the best authority 
on it. Pie was Baba’s first Ma - or, rather, shagird (Urdu for 
■pupil’), 'shagird' being a sort of Muslim counterpart of 'chela' 
- and for much of his life has been Baba’s patron. As Maharaja 
of Maihar, one of the some six hundred autonomous princely 
states that were integrated into India after Independence, he 
once wrote about his master: 

No lover of music is unfamiliar with Baba, whose lifelong devo¬ 
tion to music and whose perseverance -- a veritable penance - in 
enriching it add a glorious chapter to the history of Indian music,.. 
I, his first student and the recipient of many an act of kindness and 
love, have also enjoyed the privilege of being consulted by him on 
many personal matters,.. It is our devout wish and prayer that to 
Ustad Alauddin Khan, who is not only a truly great musician but, 
with his simple way of life, a virtual saint, and his wife, who is one 
of the finest examples of a dutiful, devoted wife, and highly respected 
for her nobility and grace, may be granted the complete span (a 
luimlred and twenty years) of healthful life. 

The Maharaja, who is seventy, has, since the loss of Maihar, 
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lived a retired life about a hundred miles away in the town of 
Jabalpur ^ both arc in the state of Madhya Pradesh - and, having 
been asked to lunch, I am today waiting on the veranda of his 
house, A slim, sprightly man of medium height, dressed m a 
grey suit and looking no more than middle-aged, strolls up the 
drive with a newspap under his arm, followed at a discreet 
distance by a couple of servants, and they by a car He is the 
Maharaja, returning from a prcprandial constitutional. He greets 
me like an old friend and takes me into a largo drawing room 
containing ornate pieces of furniture, a big picture a most 
hidden by ropes of marigolds - His Highness identifies this as 
a picture of Baba - and many smaller pictures, which make up 
a sort of family album on the walls. Every now and then a 
dozen or more children dressed up in bnght-co oured clodics 
dart in and out of the room, shrieking with laughter. The 
Maharaja ignores the children, and, as we sit on a capacious 
sofa, says, with a deep faugh, ‘The man in that picture of a tiger 
shoot over there is me. I did a lot of shooting in my day. 
My total score must be over two hundred tigers.’ From an 
ad acent room come sounds of women fervently chanting prayers 
and singing hymns in chorus. The prayers are accompanied by 
the ringing of bells and the clanking of fire tongs and the clash¬ 
ing of cymbals, and also by the sputtering and cackling of ^hi 
and incense thrown on a fire - all of it sending into the drawing 
room aromas and reverberations such _ as _ have been associated 
time out of mind with Hindus worshipping around a brazier. 
'Om pimdish hare; the women intone. The idea of such prayers 
in the middle of the day anywhere except at a tcmplc seems 
strange to me, and I say as much to my host. ‘I like^to live my 
life - pass the day - to the sound of prayers,’ he explains affably. 
‘The praying goes on from morning to night. All the women in 
the house pray, for at least an hour at a time. 

Throughout lunch, which is .served to us at a table in the 
drawing room, and which consists of fried fish, tanduri chicken, 
and pea pilaf, the Maharaja talks serenely over the bedlam. He 
dwells on the .sad times on which he has fallen, mentioning the 
burden of supporting: upwards of forty members of his immedi¬ 
ate family, and also his servant.s, who arc equally numerous; the 
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difficulty that his older children, brought up in the palace in 
Maihar, face in adjusting to their new situation; and other 
problems associated with the cut in his income, He supplements 
the privy purse allotted him by the government of India - it is 
calculated at ten per cent of his former income - with money 
he receives from two cinemas he now owns in Jabalpur, but he 
finds his present income inadequate. He is in a reminiscent mood, 
and I am in no hurry to press him on the subject of Baba. After 
all, I am sitting with a maharaja, and I am curious about the 
changes that have been visited upon the dispossessed potentates, 
who as recently as twenty years ago were absolute rulers, enjoy¬ 
ing feudal powers of life and death over their subjects, and who 
still have their titles in perpetuity; their privy purses; their tax- 
free lands; immunity, in large measure, from arrest or suit; and 
the rights to fly their own flags over their residences and cars, to 
have special armed guards for their residences and special licence 
plates for their cars, to fish and hunt without licences, to have 
free medical and telegraphic services, and to have their birthdays 
celebrated as public holidays, Besides, my host, who often caps 
his remarks with an apt shlolia - a verse from Sanskrit scrip¬ 
tures - has a touch of the scholar about him, and is very con¬ 
genial company, whatever the topic. 

‘In my time, I was the Secretary to the Chamber of Princes, 
and I have known practically every maharaja who ruled an In¬ 
dian state in this century,’ he says nostalgically. ‘Under the 
British, the highest prince got a twenty-one-gun salute, the 
lowest a nine-gun salute. For some reason, the salute was trad¬ 
itionally an odd number. One of my closest friends got twenty- 
one guns, but he’s no better off today than I am, and I was only 
an eleven-gun maharaja. We all sleep under our beds instead of 
on them, and with cotton in our ears, we are so frightened of the 
government. They are talking about cutting off our privy purses 
and taking away our rights, I came to Jabalpur because the only 
alternative I had was to stay with my people and weep. When 
the British departed, the Viceroy, Lord Mountbatten, said that 
we maharajas could ch^i^wh|^^jf g|it3^'|6Jnli4§;l^ 
India. But did we actudly have of 

not joined, we would have been deHt with as tl^NizanCof 
Oonatiofi ACC No.. w- .. 

Fl-OC' 

Naaio 0 : Donour.11.... 
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Hyderabad was. When he made trouble about acceding to India, 
Hyderabad was integrated through a 'police action by Sardar s 

Vallabhbhai Patel, the strong-arm Minister in Nehru’s govern- | 

ment. V. P. Menon, who helped engineer the accession o£ the j 

princely states, was a good civil servant - he did what he was | 

told, Towards the end o£ his life, he came to live here in Jabal- ^ 

pur and I got to know him very well. He said to me that if he 
could do it over again, he would form a federation consisting of 
Pakistan, India, and all the princely states, in which each of the 
three units would have the same weight, He thought that the 
integration of the princely states into the Indian Union had j 
killed their individual character.’ _ | 

At several points, I think of taking issue with the Maharaja j 

on his rather partisan view of events. Maybe thejieople of Mai- j 

har do regret the departure of their ruler, but I imagine few of j 

them would vote today to reinstate a monarchy. Maybe the j 

kind of federation that the Maharaja speaks of would have been | 

ideal, but could it ever have come about? And, if it had, would j. 

it - being made up of, among other things, hundreds of feudal j 

states - have survived long in times like these? But such ob- ? 

jeetions, like some of the questions the Maharaja raises, belong ^ 

to the ‘if’s and ‘can's of history, In any event, as I listen to him . 

I haven’t the heart to tamper with any of his memories or 
opinions - particularly when he goes on to say, 'I am seventy 
now. I can't have much longer to live. I can’t even play polo or | 
go on a shikar anymore, because of a bad knee, The world I i 

knew has passed. All the friends I had have either died or been j 

left behind in Maihar. I go to Maihar only twice a year now, to [ 
see Baba and to pray at the temple of Sharda Devi. Before I die, j 

I would like to sell my palace in Maihar. Death duties are so j 

heavy that it is better to dispose of it while I’m still alive. The j 

rooms are too vast for it to be converted into a hotel, so I will 1 

probably have to sell it to the government. They could perhaps \ 
open a military academy there.’ J 

After lunch, the Maharaja suggests iced coffee and orders a | 
servant to bringitwo tumblers pf.It, with lots of icc. 'Incident- | 
ally,’ the Maharaja .then ^ys in a booming voice, his earlier sad¬ 
ness giving way to a Jhde rakishnc,ss, ‘I am looking for a wife | 
"for one of my somtT would tefliimiflo have a wife so pretty he 


would never look at another girl. In fact, I want the prettiest 
girl there is - preferably a Rajasthani girl from Jaisalmcr. Those 
girls have the best complexion and carriage, and are very 
spirited. If, in your travels, you hear of such a girl, will you let 
me know? I have arranged for my son to have an income of six¬ 
teen thousand rupees a month for the rest of his life.’ Although 
I very much doubt whether I will come across a girl who would 
fit his specifications, I say I will keep his request in mind. 

From the adjacent room comes the diminuendo of the closing 
benediction: ‘Om skanti, shanti, shmti. Shan-ti, shm-ti, slm-a- 
ati-ti' Bni if this marks the end of one group’s devotions and 
the beginning of another’s, the change is scarcely apparent, for 
the prayers start anew without a pause: ‘Om jai pgihh hare' 

‘Would you like to hear me sing?’ the Maharaja asks, adding, 
‘I have given up singing for palmistry, which I now find all- 
engrossing. Some time ago, I had a heart attack, and I realized 
that in old age the voice cannot remain the same.’ 

I am a little mystified, but the Maharaja calls for a record of 
his singing to be put on a phonograph. A servant obeys im¬ 
mediately. To the general din a loudspeaker now adds, at almost 
full volume, the lusty voice of the Maharaja singing a hymn in 
praise of Lord Krishna. The rendition is passionate but blurred, 
partly because a note-for-note accompaniment by a harmonium 
threatens to drown out the voice. ‘The beauty of Indian music 
is that it expresses the deepest emotions of man and therefore 
has the power to give him inner tranquillity,’ the Maharaja says, 
leaning towards me, ‘Western music is too chaotic - it only adds 
to one’s tensions and confusion.’ 

When the record ends, I at last raise the subject of Baba, ask¬ 
ing the Maharaja what he regards as Baba’s most lasting 
achievement. 

‘His greatest contribution was the band,’ he says. ‘Its history 
is unique. After the First World War, there was an influenza 
epidemic, which left many children orphaned in Maihar, I got 
some ayahs for the children, and when the children were a little 
older, I put them in Baba’s care. He started teaching them in¬ 
strumental music, and made them into a band.’ 

I ask whether he wouldn’t rank Baba’s own music just as high. 

‘The heavenly music of Baba I have not encountered in any 









54 l-OftTRMT OF INDIA 

nte musitiao m the world,’ the Maharaja sap. 'He osed to 

Sir the «" f "’u.*™ 

‘”.r 0 Mi to* ™ »™is alike. He rvould stay for 
!?““ ’«nd in the fvenins he would teach. At the end of the 

VII * Ali Akhar and Annapurna their n,ii«!. Annapurna 
k a Hi'ndlme! As a Hindu, I always wished that Annapurna 
miaht marry a Hindu, .so when Uday .Shankar came to me .and 
Sm Passion for Baba to aeeompny his troupe of In¬ 
dian aeJrs! dancers, and musicians on a European 
it on condition that after the tour Ravi Shttnltat. 
kar’s brother, should come to Maihar, become Baba s ckk and, 
in the traditional manner, marry Annapurna. 

:f:st5m“dchr.te the Maharaja 0^ 
lior's birthday,' he replies. ‘About eight hundred musicians wtre 
ircndancl: After we had heard them a per orna, Gwalio 
asked me which of them 1 liked 1«. I said I didn t like any of 
them. He dispatched one of his aidc,s.de.camp as a scout to the 
great mui wlir Khan, in the princely stare of ^ 

to introduced the A.D,C. to Alauddin Kh,in, and the A.D.C. 
brought him to Maihar. At the time, I was cdchrating nay 
twenty-fit.st birthday and my receipt of a coinnelshtp from Sand- 
hurst. The Briti,sh had to work for their colonclsbips, but we 
maharajas were given them. Bab. played at “f 

I was charmed by his sweet hand at the flute. 1 offered my.clf 
to him as a ckh, and he tied a .sacred thread around my wrist. 
Once* when he was teaching me, he hit rne with a bonk. Th n, 
he realized he had .struck his own monarch and benefactor, ant^ 
he fell down at my feet and began to cry. I picked him up and 

said, "Baba, after all, you arc my 


NATIVE WOOn-NOTES 55 


Master 

Nowaday,s, I have been told, Alauddin Khan makes no appoint¬ 
ments but simply welcomes friends and strangers alike at his 
cottage in Maihar in the late mornings and late afternoons.^All 
the same, it is with trepidation that today, late in the morning, 
I go unannounced to his cottage, w’hich is known as the House 
of Peace. I feel that the designation could easily apply to the 
whole of Maihar - a drow.sy place that seems isolated by ^ its 
three surrounding hills, for the inroads of modern civilization 
amount to hardly more than a few bicycle rickshaws. On one of 
the hills is perched a diminutive shrine to Sharda Devi, who is re¬ 
nowned among the neighbouring villages for her healing 
powers. At the gate of the cottage, I am greeted by an elderly 
man who looks very much like a little white bear. He has bright 
eyes, a full face, and a white moustache and goatee. With a \urta 
he wears a sort of sarong - both are a.sh'Coloured - and an ash- 
coloured cap and tennis shoes. This is Baba. 

I introduce myself, and immediately Baba takes me by the 
shoulder and begins showing me around his cottage. There is a 
small garden planted with roses, rhododendrons, and queen of 
the night; beyond the garden is a well, and beyond that is a 
.sizeable cowshed. 

T think of the cows as my mother,s,’ Baba says while we are 
in the shed. 'They have given me milk. Until recently, I used 
to mow the grass and feed them with my own hands. Patting 
the rumps of a couple of calves, he adds, ‘I wouldn’t mind be¬ 
ing reincarnated as Silver or January here, but in my next in¬ 
carnation I want to carry on all I have learned in this one. I am 
a hundred and twenty-six.’ 

The fantastic figure does not take me by surprise. Many of 
Baba’s well-wishers have said publicly that he is a hundred and 
twenty-six years old, though it is a matter of common know¬ 
ledge that some of the same well-wishers were among the cele- 
brators of his hundredth birthday in 1962, and that some of these 
1962 celebrators, even as they f^ted him in their centennial tri- 
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butes Dot his affi at a few years short of a hundrcil, (In an essay 

MunXTtas'StoW 

staple as rceourse to a birth eertificate, sueh records were un¬ 
heard of here uiitii ([uite recently. Anyway, one of the cewen- 
„a wdl-wishers has’told 'The point of a eentenmd , m 
to count years but to honour a great man, and "’s" 
Icaends Baba is such a legend. Everything about his life ts gust 
.117 list as Baba improvises on an ancient rap, so ewry- 

tlfiaba codd bc’a hundred and fifty. What difference does 
h tkef Now, as I talk on with Baba, I come to lee le i,™ 
of these remarks, hearing in them overtones 
miss Esmoor, whose deification obliterated all earthly distiiic 

tionsinoneeternar^owm’. , 

‘A hundred and twenty-six,’ Baba repeats, as if to irapr(j.s 
his age upon me, and then, walking with quick, )au.uy steps, he 
takes me inside his cottage and into his bedroom, a 
with green walls, on which hang pictures of Beethoven. Ychud 
Menuhin, and All Akbar Khan, along with snapshots of Babas 
three daughters and a framed certificate naming him I adnia 
Bhushan. Beside the pillow of a wooden single bed stand, side 
by side on a shelf, a Koran, a Ramayana, and a few boiiks of 
Bengali music. Baba insists that I take the only armchair in the 

room, and he himself sits on the bed. _ . 

I remark that I have jmst seen His Highne.s's Bripiath Singh. 

‘His Highness is con.stantly after news of me, ^ Baba says 
happily. 'Whenever he comes to Maihar, he makes his 
to Sharda Devi and pays his respects to me; we are both de¬ 
votees of Sharda Devi. Sharda Devi someiiraesJile.sscs mc^by 
visiting me in my dreams. Though I am a Muslim and she is a 
goddess of Hindus, I worship her just as I do Allah. When I 
was younger, I u.sed to climb the five hundred and sixty steps up 
the hill to her temple seven timc,s a day. When I was young, I 
used to get ufi at four o’clui'k in the morning and, fearless of 
the stalking lions, begin my first climb.’ 


‘What stalking lions?’ 

‘The lions who used to roar under ray window, When I first 
came to Maihar, this whole place was a jungle, I had never 
heard of Maihar - in those days no one had, But then a delega¬ 
tion of Ministers arrived in Calcutta with His Highness of 
Maihar’s compliments.’ 

'I thought the Ministers came from Gwalior and found you 
in Rampur,’ I .say, recalling the Maharaja’s account. 

'They came from Maihar and I was in Calcutta,’ Baba says, 
in the manner of a man who is not accustomed to being con¬ 
tradicted. (Apparently, just where and by whom Baba was sum¬ 
moned is more grist for that mill.) ‘I came to Maihar with the 
delegation and was establi.shed in a small house near the palace. 
One day, His Highness asked me to play for him. It was five- 
thirty in the evening, I sat down with my sarod for an evening’s 
playing, but I had hardly begun the alup when His Highness 
stopped me. I thought: What is the point of playing for a man 
who lacks the patience to listen to me even for five minutes? But 
when, as a matter of protocol, I stood up, His Highness said, 
“I have recognized what a great ustad you arc. Music is true 
wealth, and I would like you to add to my wealth. I would like 
you to be my g«T«.” I tied a thread around his wrist and His 
Highness pre,sentcd me with a woollen sherwan'h woollen 
shawls, gold coins, and a basket of sweetmeats. His Highness 
started paying me about two hundred rupees a month, and in 
those days I could buy forty pounds of flour and sixteen pounds 
of g/i/ for two rupees. Their Highnesses of Kashmir, Patiala, 
and jodhpur asked me to come to their states, at much bigger 
salaries, but I refused to go, because I had eaten the salt of the 
Maharaja of Maihar.’ 

Baba continues, talking a sonorous language of his own, 
made up of Hindi and Urdu, with occasional Bengali words, 
‘And just the other day His Highness was here in my house, 
sitting right where you are and crying over our separation. 
Once, when I was teaching His Highness, I struck him with a 
hammer and broke his thumb.’ 

‘A book,’ I murmur. 
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‘A sledgehammer,' Baba says imperiously. 'I hold with the j 

old idea that beating and teaching go together.’^ i 

Baba’s wife comes in to serve us tea. She is a lady of short j 
stature and serene maternal expression, and is dressed in a simple I 

white homespun cotton sari. The tea is spiced, and Baba takes 5. 

his with lots of milk and sugar. Soon after Baba’s wife leaves, I | 
ask Baba when and how he first discovered music. According j 
to one account, he was playing practically from birth; according | 

’ to another, he became a musician through a series of miraculous 
incidents, like running away from home at the age of four and 
being adopted by a succession of benevolent ustads, Such con¬ 
tradictions are common in the plethora of stories about Baba. 

‘In the little village of Shlvpuri, in the princely state of Tri¬ 
pura, near Bengal,’ he begins, like a storyteller, ‘I was born. 
Almost the whole village belonged to one landlord. He was 
called Guru Singh Chaudhari, but our village was called Shiv- 
puri, after its temple of Lord Shiva. My father was called Sadhu 
Khan. I had an elder brother and sister and many younger 
brothers and sisters. My father and my elder brother both played 
the sitar^ and so from the beginning I was inclined towards 
music. I used to sit in my mother’s lap and clap in time to the 
sitaT when I was a month old. And my elder brother took lessons 
from Ustad Qasim Ali Khan, the court musician of the King of 
Tripura. I was admitted to a school called Nab Kishore Chau¬ 
dhari, whose headmaster was named Mohadev Chandra Bhatta- 
chai7a. But I did not like to go to school. On my way there, I 
would stop at the Shiva temple instead and listen to the \irtm 
[Hindi for 'chanted hymns’], or I would go behind the temple 
to look at the carvings of serpents on the well. One day, Moha- 
dev Chandra Bhattacharya complained to my mother, and I told 
my mother that I would never go back to school. ^My mother 
was beside herself with anger. She beat me and tied me to a ^ 
lamp-post and left me there without food for two days. But I 
was firm. Finally, my elder sister came and released me and took 
me to her home. I was very happy with my elder sister and de¬ 
cided not to return to my mother. But my mother was unable to 
sleep for worry. So I gave in and went home, But she now made 
me sleep in her bed.’ 
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His voice quavers, and I remark that perhaps he should rest. 
He insists that his voice will return. He takes some tea, and, 
indeed, soon he is talking in his earlier strong tone. 

‘One night, when my mother was sleeping, I undid the little 
knot at the corner of her sari where she always kept her keys and 
money,’ he re.sumes. ‘I took a handful of rupees and left home in 
search of my destiny. I was six years old. I walked for the whole 
night. 1 was cold and hungry. 1 had nothing on except a thin 
dhoti, At eight o’clock in the morning, I arrived by the side of a 
steamer. I had never seen or heard of a steamer, but I got aboard. 
I was a stowaway. I didn’t mind being hungry any more; I was 
drunk with my adventure. Two days later, the steamer put me 
down in Calcutta. I walked along Harrison Road until I came 
to the bank of the Hooghly, the tributary of Mother Ganga, 
where I found some men from Ori.ssa cooking puris [wheat 
cakes] and potatoes, 1 gave four annas to the pafi-wallahs, and, 
for the first time in days, I had .something to eat. I bent down and 
drank some water. It was muddy and tasted bad, but it was the 
water of Mother Ganga. I lay down on a nearby bench - for a 
year sidewalks and benches were to be my beds in Calcutta - and 
fell asleep. When I woke the next morning, I discovered that all 
my money was gone. I had been robbed in the night, I bathed in 
the water of Mother Ganga and walked along, and I came to 
Nimtala Ghat, where the dead were being cremated. A holy man 
stopped me and a.sked me why I was crying. I told him my 
troubles. He gave roe a pinch of ashes and told me to bathe in 
Mother Ganga and then eat them. Idid, and, for good measure, 
drank five handfuls of the sacred water. Then I walked along 
and I came to a temple where a Brahman was feeding little 
children, He took pity on me. I ate, out of his hand every day for 
six days. It was while I was at that temple that I first heard the 
sound of a sitar in Calcutta. I followed the star to a window of a 
house. From then on, nights I would sleep by Mother Ganga and 
days I would stand at the window to catch every last note of the 
silar, After a while, I made the acquaintance of Vireshawar 
Babu, whose sweet hand at the sitar I had come to know so well, 
and of the chemist Valse Chandra Chatter]i, who recognized me 
as a fellow-Tripurian and gave,me shelter in his shop, and I got 
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to know Kabul Dutt, the brother of Swami Vivekananda, But | 
Western music I learned first from Robert Mcmsahib and then j 

from Robert Sahib himself.’ ,. j 

Names are coming thick and fast, as if Baba were reciting a j 

calendar of saints. Earlier in his reminiscences, I was struck by , 

the improbability of the age of the fugitive and some other ; 

circumLnees of his flight, but now I want to mteirupt or I 

complete hagiographies of Vireshawar Babu, Vaise Chandra s 

Chatterii, Habui Dutt. I do not, for I am in the presence of an | 

extraordinary storyteller. I sometimes think I detect in Baba, in 
addition to the vanity of the members of that brotlierhood, an old j 
man’s fear of losing the thread of his narrative. I hen I am afraid | 
that any interruption at all, like his wife s return to collect the 
tea things, or a knock at the door by some other visitor, will dis- 
tract him and cut the story short, leaving me to cherish, as it were, 
a few tantalizing pages of a book never really to be read. Some¬ 
times even the rustling of the leaves outside the bedroom win¬ 
dows makes me start. But now I am reassured by the determined | 

voice of Baba as, full of emotion, he continues to recount his j 

experiences in Calcutta. _ ^ I 

‘Every morning, I used to leave the shop of Vaise Chandra | 

Chatterji and go for my rounds of lessons. Kabul Dutt would I 

teach me to play Hindustani ngds on the clarinet, and Amrit Lai | 

Dutt would teach me violin. It was through my violin that 1 met | 

Robert Sahib and his memsahib, which is a heart-rending story in j 

itself. I was at the Eden Gardens, begging at die roadside by 
playing a little violin, when I heard the beautiful sounds of a 
piano. I followed them to a window. The person at the piano was 
a memsahib, Robert Memsahib. She noticed me at the window 
and asked me to come in and play the violin for her. I did, and 
when I finished, she complimented me on my sweet hand. 1 hat 
day, she taught me how to play Western music and also how to 
read notation. She used to give me lessons in the morning, when 
Robert Sahib was out practising with his brass band - he was a 
bandmaster. One day, he caught us at a lesson. He was beside 
himself with anger. He scolded his memsahib for teaching a 
'blackie'. Yet Robert Sahib himself was a Negro, though the 
memsahib was white. But then I played a little for Robert Sahib 
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and he was beside himself with joy. For four happy years, both 
Robert Memsahib and Robert Sahib taught me Western music. 
Time passed, and I felt myself to be an ustad, Jagat Kishorc 
Maharaj, the landlord of Mcman Singh, used to hold music com¬ 
petitions. I decided to enter a competition. When I called on 
jagat Rishore Maharaj, I had a clarinet case in one hand and a 
violin case in the other, but he asked me what I wanted. I told 
him that I was an ustail and wanted an opportunity to play for 
him. He laughed and asked me to come back the next day. When 
I did, I found myself at a great musical conference, for his house 
was filled with hundreds and thousands of people, and Ustad 
Ahmad Ali Khan, of the princely state of Rampur, was playing a 
nij^a on tlie smd. When I had heard only a few notes, I was 
dumbfounded. The ra^a lasted for four hours - from seven 
o'clock in the morning to eleven. For all that time, I could not 
check die flow of my tears. I cried and cried with joy. I was 
delirious. When Ustad Ahmad Ali Khan finished, I fell down at 
his fe(;t and told him that, compared to him, I was an ignoramus. 
I pleaded with him to let me be his servant, be his slave for life. 
He agreed, and how I learned from him is a heart-rending story 
in itself, He lived in Guj-Danga Mohalla, under the patronage of 
Puri Chand Marwari. Daily I massaged the Ustad's arms and 
legs, daily I cooked for him, and daily I tried to emulate his sweet 
hand at the sitrod by practising secretly while he was out of the 
house. He was out of the house every morning until lunch, visit¬ 
ing two renowned courtesans, Goharbai and Malkabai, While he 
was out, I w.as supposed to prepare his lunch, which I did 
speetlily, so that I would have plenty of time to practise. I always 
knew when he was returning, because he always hired a coach 
and eight horses to pay his calls upon Goharbai and Malkabai. 
When I heard tlie thunder of the returning coach, I immediately 
wrapped the sand up in its cloth and stood it in the corner where 
the Ustad kept it, and busied myself in the kitchen. Six years 
passed in this way. But one day he heard me at the sarod^ be¬ 
cause he had returned early and on foot. He was beside himself - 
like one possessed. He cried out that I had undone hb, that I 
had stolen his music, that I was a demon who had charmed his 
knowledge out of him, that I was now an ustad equal to him. He 
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bound me hand and foot and dragged me through the streets to | 
his parents’ house. His father, Ahid Ali Khan, asked me to play 
for him. When I had finished, he embraced me and calld me ^ 

ustad. He said I was a second Ahmad Ali Khan. He told his son i 

to be grateful and to praise Allah, At this moment, I presented ^ 

Ahmad Ali Khan with ten thousand rupees. Now, when I started j 

serving Ahmad Ali Khan, 1 was as poor as a mouse. .Since he was i 

too much taken up with the courtesans to go to the hazaar hin> j 

self, he used to give me the money to buy his vegetables and g/ji, i 

I saved the change. Over the years, it added up to ten thousand f 

rupees, Abid Ali Khan embraced me again and said he had never { 
seen or heard of a more honest boy. I was now sixteen and as [ 

good as Ustad Ahmad Ali Khan. Ten years had passed since I ■ j 
had arrived at Calcutta, and no one from my family had been j 
able to find me. But now my brother Aftah Uddin, who had been i 

looking for me for all those ten years, at last found me, and he j 

took me back to Shivpuri and my mother, who had been cryirig j 

for ten years without ceasing. She decided to have me married | 

immediately, so that I would feel tied down and stay in Shivpuri. I 

One day, my mother came up to me, put some red colouring on | 

my hands, and sat me down in a palam]uin. She put a veiled 
bundle next to me and told the bearers to take the palanquin to j 

the house of a relative. Then my mother told me that the bundle [ 

was my wife. I unveiled her face. She was a pretty little girl, eight | 

years old; in those days, after the ceremony the girl returned to | 

her parents’ home until she was grown up, I had got used i.. my 
free life of grandeur, so as soon as everyone was asleep that night, 

I ran away from home a second time.’ 

Baba’s voice again seems on the verge of giving out. I stand 
up to take leave of him. He asks me to visit him the next clay, 
before I depart from Maihar - an invitation I readily accept, since f 
the saga of the runaway ustad has brought it,s hero only to the age 
of sixteen. 

Alauddin Khan has said, ‘My last wish is that my .school and 
my band .should survive as long as there arc stars in the sky.’ 

Early on my second morning in Maihar, I go to .sec his .school, 
and 1 discover that it consists of three dilapidated rest hoirses that 
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once, as part of the network of British law and order, quartered 
civil servants on tours of duty. The school is deserted at this hour, 
except for a ghost of a man who is sweeping the road in front of 
the bungalows with a long bundle of twigs. It is a familiar Indian 
land.scapc. To repeated inquiries from me about the hours of the 
school, he mutters, without looking up, something about my 
checking at the hostel near by. 

As I approach the hostel, which resembles the school bunga¬ 
lows, a young man in pyjamas and undenshirt is brushing his 
teeth on the verandah, He greets me, and I call to him, ‘When 
does the school open?’ 

The men are just getting up,’ he says, ‘They have gone to get 
water. It can sometimes take an hour to get water.’ 

'The well must be very far,’ I say. 

He chuckles and says something indistinct through his tooth- 
bru.sh. A few minutes later, he dons a {urla, identifies himself as 
one of Baba’s students, and walks back with me to the .school. On 
the way, he tells me a little bit about himself, 

‘I did nothing before I came to Baba’s school,* he says. T used 
to just roam about the village - roam about with one or two 
friends and act out the verses from the Ramayana. Baba gave me 
shelter after .seeing my act. I lived with Baba for many years. He 
really is the head of the .school still, and if he makes me a master 
here, then I will get a .salary of a hundred and sixty-five rupees a 
month.’ He goes on to tell me that the .school follows traditional 
Indian linc.s, and that the students, the masters, and the peons 
attached to the school are all hou,scd either in the hostel, which 
has eight rooms, or in the .school, its few rooms being u,sed to 
ah.sorb any overflow from the hostel. Each resident,’however, 
must make his own arrangements for food and water. This has 
turned out to be a blessing since the outbreak of the .second Indo- 
Pakistan war, when, as part of the emergency, which still 
continue,s, government nationing was instituted. The lack of cora^- 
munal eating arrangements has allowed each resident to make 
what he considers the best u.se of his small ration, which some¬ 
times amounts to no more than one good meal a day. For some 
students, even this meal is in jeopardy, because a monthly stipend 
of twenty-five rupees allotted by the government to each student 
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was suspended at the beginning of the cmergaicy and jias not j 
been resumed. Their future looks bleak, particularly sinct; the | 
full course for even those students who have come to tlic school j 
after completing their secondary education aivers a five-year s 
period - three years for an intermediate degree in music, and two , 

more years for a bachelor’s degree in music. ^ j 

We arrive at the school, and my companion goes irito one of | 
the classrooms, Other students arc beginning to straggle in, and j 
soon each classroom, its door ajar, is humming with the sound of j 

a different instrument, the sounds echoing and dashing all [ 

around the school. I pause in the doorway of the violin class. The | 

master plays a phrase, and a couple of students repeat the phrase | 

after him, copying exactly not only his intonation but also his | 

bowing, The fragments, it soon becomes clear, are from a ra^a |, 

with a sombre, devotional atmosphere. No words are ever ex- 
changed, and the violin class gives the impression of a Zen [lanto- 
mime. So do the other classes I vi.sit. In the tdh class, the iiastcr 
is teaching half a dozen students rhythm by imitating the .sound 
of the instrument, He demonstrates a phrase orally, his voice now 
ascending, ‘Ggi ggi ggi ggi ggf’ (the students, in chorus, repeat 
after him, ‘Ggi ggi ggi ggi de.scending, ‘G’gi 

ggigg‘ggigg^’C^k^^‘ffi‘gK‘Sgjp;’); 

I walk back to the hostel to visit Baba s band, which nowadays 
is a dozen strong. All the members are sitting cross-legged on the 
floor of a small, shabby room that .serves them as practice room, 
stage, and hall - it being understood that if there should lx* an 
audience, people'will listen to the band from the outside - and in 
this room they are continuing the tradition established when 
Baba formed and led his original, forty-iiiece band at court. The 
Maharaja and Baba have wrung out of the goveriimeiit another 
kind of small stipend for the band members, to earn which they 
must a.ssemblc for a few hours a day six days a week -• hriday, the 
Muslim .sabbath, being excepted, out of deference to Babas 
origins. This income in no case exceeds thirty rupees a month, 

The band is apt to convene late and adjourn early, probably be- 
cau.se almost all the members hold full-time jobs -• they are (lower 
sellers, (itin sellers, or farmhaiuls, The fact that they [ilay gives 
pleasure to Baba, for Baba and his wife have been foster parents 
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to most of the members almost from their birth. 

The band is playing frenetically, filling the room with the 
music of a vocalist, harmoniums, (dlas^ a shcihnai, a clarinet, a 
saran^i) a mouth organ, and two instruments of Baba’s inven¬ 
tion, one of which is a cross between a sikir and a rW, and the 
other -■ the noisiest part of the band - a contraption of gun barrels 
of diflerent sizes struck like a xylophone. In accordance with the 
dictates of Indian music, every ra^a is played in unison, a melody 
at a time, Because all the instruments have identical musical 
parts, and some, by the nature of things, are louder than others, 
the more delicate instruments try to make up for their inherent 
weakness with a little cheating, starting ahead of or trailing be¬ 
hind the others during the rests, as if to remind the listener that 
playing in cn,semble is almost as new in India as Baba’s gun- 
barrel xylophone. But this musical Darwinian struggle does not 
extend to the three harmonium players, two of whom pump their 
instruments gently in order to set ofl the harmonium playing of 
Jamuna Prasad Chauriha, the 'in-charge’ of the band. (Chauriha, 
who is addressed re,spectfully by one and all as ‘Maharaj’, works 
at two jobs - as a farmhand and as a labourer in a limestone 
quarry - and supports a wife and five children, his father, and, 
in part, a brother and the brother’s family, with all of whom he 
shares a small house.) The band begins by playing the raga ‘Tilak 
Kamod’, worked out and named by Baba. Then it plays a sort of 
hybrid wgn, combining Indian and English motifs, and then an 
indeterminate ruga, performed at such a brisk tempo and with 
such sourul and fury that one thinks it should be called ‘Prestis¬ 
simo Fortissimo’. Now the group is in the middle of a slow, 
traditional ruga called ‘Bhairavi’, with the single, bleak repeated 
refrain ‘1 have abused my love for nothing. I have abused my love 
for nothing.’ (And I have to think twice to get the meaning,) 
Throughout the session, Chauriha continually shifts his glance 
from the band to the open door, as if haunted by a private phan¬ 
tom. ‘Bahai’ be suddenly .shouts over the music. AH the mem¬ 
bers look to their instruments, and the gun-barrel player engulfs 
with his thunder even the sound of Chaurlha’s harmonium. But 
soon the storm abates, The .sounds become scattered and desul¬ 
tory, and then the music comes to a halt. Chauriha explains to 
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me that these days Baba hardly ever stops by at the sessions but 
that the mere invocation of Baba’s name serves to help him, 
Chauriha, run a taut ship. 

Late on my second morning in Maihar, when I pay my second 
call on Baba, he receives me in his living room, which is larger 
than his bedroom but equally bare. He pauses before a picture of 
a suited and booted gentleman. ‘This is a picture o me he says 
proudly. ‘It was taken when I went abroad with Uday Shankar s 
troupe.’ He goes on to catalogue the countries he visited and the 
highlights of his travels - apparently at different times - as it 
monologue were his natural way of speech, ‘I have seen the pyra- 
mids of Egypt,’ Baba declaims. ‘I have met the Jews of Palestine. 
I have been to France and Italy and Yugoslavia and Switzerland 
and Belgium. I have been to Kabul and complained to the King 
about the food. When I met the King of Afghanistan, he gave 
me dried fruits and fresh grapes and said, “I hope you like our 
food,” I said, ‘‘I like everything in Afghanistan except the food, 
and since I take no meat and that was all they served in the hotel, 
I asked him if he would arrange for boiled eggs, boiled potatoes, 
and boiled milk for me. I made the had'n Nehruji, who had great 
regard for me, had written to the Badshah of Saudi Arabia, and 
when I arrived, the Badshah declared me a state guest. I met the 
Kaiser in Germany, and I told him that I considered the entire 
world to be one. He introduced me to Kuchen, In Germany, I 
bought Kuchen with abandon and fed them to the whole troupe. 
His Majesty King Edward of Britain asked me if I was com¬ 
fortable, when we met in London. And on the tour, whenever I 
played, the halls were so silent that you could hear a pin drop. 
Whenever I finished a programme, I heard’ - here he speaks 
English -' "Once more! Once more I’” 

Baba leads the way to the bedroom, which opens off the living 
room. Once again he proffers me the armchair. Once again he 
sits on the bed. 

‘I stay in Maihar because of Sharda Devi,’ he says. ‘I have the 
greatest respect for her, because all my prosperity has come from 
her, although, like a good Muslim, I recite the prayers of the 
Koran five times a day. 1 take twenty-one thousand six hundred 
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breaths in saying them - one breath for every word. If yon say 
these prayers every day, mind and body stay well, My mu 
Ustad Waair Khan was a Shii Muslim, but I have the p/atet 
respat for him, though I was bora a Suni and think of myscif as 
a Muslim-Hindu.’ 

I a.sk him to tell me something about Wazir Khan, and, to my 
delight, this launches him on the story of his turning fugitive for 
the second time, at the age of sixteen. It is as though he had never 
left off the saga - as though the saga were one long ra^a. 

‘From my birthplace in Shivpuri, in the princely state of 
Tripura, I ran away a second time,’ he says, ‘I ran.away from my 
marriage to meet Ustad Wazir Khan. Ustad Wazir Khan lived 
in Rampur, Rampur had five hundred musicians, but the ustad 
of ustads was Wazir Khan. When I reached Rampur, I dis¬ 
covered that Ustad Wazir Khan was too grand for someone like 
me to meet, I tried to sec him by meeting the Nawab of Rampur. 
The Nawab of Rampur, as patron of the arts in his princely 
.state, was the employer of Wazir Khan, but it was impossible to 
get past the Nawab’s bodyguards. So I started taking lessons from 
another ustad ~ not so great a one as Ustad Wazir Khan of 
counse, but greater than Ahmad Ali Khan. This usiad'$ name 
was Mohammed Hussein Khan. To pay Ustad Mohammed 
Hmsseln Khan, I got a job in the Rampur band. At first, the 
bandmaster didn’t want to grant me an audition, but after I 
played for him he was beside him,self with joy. He admitted me 
to his band at the high salary of twelve rupees a month, I gave 
half my salary to Ustad Mohammed Hus.sein Khan; I lived on 
the rest, I practised on the sand far into the night. Some Pathans 
who lived across the road would throw stones through my win¬ 
dow to make me stop - yes, I have seen days when people threw 
stones at great ustads, But, undeterred by the stones, I practised 
night after night; in six months I had learned all that Ustad 
Mohammed Hussein Khan could teach me. I had become a 
second Ustad Mohammed Hussein Khan. I was more desperate 
now than ever to prove worthy, one day, of the turban of the 
great Ustad Wazir Khan. But I had lost all hope of seeing him. 
I bought two rupees’ worth of morphine to put an end to my 
misery. I went to the mosque to say the namau for the last time. 
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Ill.t ■Sricm.lves. The „cx. mornijB. i. 

bv the mullah, I made my last attempt to see the Nawab, 
^ I’ntf fhe Nawab used to take the air in his huge 
aSgT drawn by more than a dozen powerful horses. I threw 

Sfgctohed to a stop. SevLl of the Nawab’s bodyguards 
jumped out to pick me up. They had no choice but to present me 
L tk Nawab. told the Nawab that if he wouldnt arrange for 
me to meet Ustad Wazir Khan I would die. The Nawab there¬ 
upon took me in the carriage to Hamid > 1 - 
W«ir Khan lived, and summoned the Ustad. Ustad Wazir Khan 
ewe ironing up to the carriage, and I was presented to him as 
his new shaml The Nawab also made arrangements for my 
b«d and lodging, and gave me clothes, ornaments, and sweet¬ 
meats sueh as became my high station now. For thirty-three 
years, I studied with the great Wazir Khan. At the age of forty- 
I went to Calcutta for the greatest music conference of the 
Mtwy. Ustad Karamat Ullah Khan and Ustad Iradad Khan 
ww in attendance. They dismissed me as just another Bengali 
ifc fish and wore a dhoti. But when I played the Puriah 
up, which lasted for four hours, on the sarod, Karamat Ullah 
iL®, Imdad Khan, and everyone else were beside themselves. 
Ik kttds of those who were fitting pans into their mouths were 
IwiysdL Ik hands of those who were smoking cigarettes froze 
b air - at the end of the Puriah raga, they discovered that 
tfesr fingers were burnt. Listeners fell unconscious. The presi¬ 
dent of the music conference was Manind Nandi, of Qasim 
Baiwr. Manind Nandi declared me to be the best ustad at the 
c«feeacc, The newspaper reports of the music conference gave 
»y IroHy tk first news they had had of me since I ran away 
marriage thirty-three years before. Once again, I was 
w ^vpurh where I found my first wife patiently waiting 
fe aifc. I learned that after my flight her parents had tried to get 
itlBKried bnt that she had defied them by a fast of eight 
^ Iki parents never broached the subject again. We con- 
wmatid w marnage. It was then that I came to Maihar.’ 
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For some time, I have been aware of the hushed sounds of 
guests arriving and paying their respects to Baba's wife. Baba 
now jumps up and rushes into the living room. I follow. The 
band members, the school staff, the students ~ all those I’ve met 
in Maihar, it seems ~ are gathered in the room. A dark-skinned, 
black-bearded man of unfathomable age, wearing a saffron- 
coloured dhoti, spots me as a stranger and comes over with 
Chauriha, Chauriha introduces him to me. 'This is One-oh-eight 
Raj Raj Shri, Naga Deo Anand Giri, Badri ka Ashram,’ 
Chauriha says. 

This sounds to me more like an address than a name, and I 
inquire about it. 

Chauriha explains that our bearded companion, who is look¬ 
ing on with the happy expression of a man in a Buddhist draw¬ 
ing, has taken the path of Nirvana and done away with such 
ordinary human frailties as a name. Instead, he. goes merely by 
the address of his monastery, ‘One-oh-eight Raj Raj Shri, Naga 
Deo Anand Girl, Badri ka Ashram has been in Maihar now for 
about a month,’ Chauriha continues. ‘He is going to Allahabad, 
on a pilgrimage to the Kumbha mek [the greatest of the Hindu 
festivals], and he has been holding a nightly \irtana for all of 
us, Baba has heard him and has accepted him as a chela,’ 

‘Wherever I go, I shall repeat the name of my new gum,’ the 
ascetic says. 

Baba claps once, and everyone sits down on the floor. Baba’s 
wife fetches a basket of sweetmeats. The ascetic intones a few 
words over the sweetmeats, Chauriha hands Baba a piece of 
thread. Baba ties the thread around the wrist of the ascetic, who 
immediately sets about dabbing everyone’s forehead with ver¬ 
milion paste. Baba’s wife passes the blessed sweetmeats around. 
Baba, raising his hand for attention, says, ‘One-oh-eight Raj Raj 
Shri, Naga Deo Anand Giri, Badri ka Ashram, I am very grate- 
fulto you for enlarging the circle of my f/ieto.’ 

‘I am very grateful to you. Baba, for accepting me,’ the chela 
responds. 

Chauriha hands Baba a sarod, and everyone begins coaxing 
Baba to play. 

‘I haven’t touched a sarod in six years,’ Baba says reticently, 
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Tlie entreaties multiply, and Baba, sitting down, starts picking 
the strings with his left hand, (He is left-handed.) He plays a few 
measures of something resembling a Victorian music-hall song, 
says, 'Robert Sahib taught me that,’ and lays down the sand, to 
a burst of applause. Everyone deferentially gets up to go, and 
Baba escorts his guests as far as the garden. During the leave- 
taking, Baba breaks into a song, his voice supple and perfectly 
pitched. It is an invocation: ‘0 Sharda Devi, Giver of Know¬ 
ledge, Giver of Pleasure, give us now blessings. Goddess who 
plays the vina, please put your hands on us and give us your 
bleii.sings.’ 

‘Please put your hands on us and give us your blessings,’ the 
guests respond, in chorus. 

‘0 Sharda Devi, Giver of Knowledge..Baba and the chorus 
sing together, repeating the invocation. 

‘Victory to Sharda Devil’ the chela cries out, and everyone 
Takes up the cry. 

Baba turns majestically and goes into his cottage. 


The Sacred Handbook of the Arts\ 

Natya Sastra, a handbook of the arts, whose origin is uncertain, 
regards dance - not music - as the consummation of all the arts. 
(Seven chapters out of thirty-six in the handbook deal with the 
subject of the dance.) The dance is given this exalted place be¬ 
cause, according to Natya Sastra, the dancer must, among other 
things, respond to rhythm and melody like a musician, to drama 
like an actor, to form like a sculptor, and to line like a painter, 
According to the handbook, Indra, the god of the sky and storms, 
complained to Brahma, the Creator, that the four Vedas, which 
sum up all existing knowledge, were not really comprehensible 
to common men. Indra pleaded for the creation of a fifth, easily 
accessible Veda, and Brahma created the Natya Veda {‘natya' i.s 
Sanskrit for ‘dance’), which he re.solved would illustrate the 
principles of art and morality and bring together the teaching of 
all the holy books. In fact, the account goes on, Brahma wrought 


the Natya Veda out of the contents of the Rig, Atharva, Sama, 
and Yajur Vedas, which are, respectively, intellectual, emotional, 
musical, and what might be called expressive, and did so by 
epitomizing all the Vedas in the dance. To impart the dance to 
mortals, Brahma taught it to a minion called Bharata, and at one 
point, for the benefit of Bharata, expatiated, if in a rather hap¬ 
hazard fashion, upon the new art, saying that it depicted virtue, 
play, profit, peace, laughter, battle, love, and slaughter; that it 
yielded to the obedient the fntits of righteousness, discipline, and 
pleasure, and .served as a restraint to the unruly; that it endowed 
the weak with vigour, the warrior with zeal, the ignorant with 
wisdom, the scholar with learning, kings with sport, sufferers 
with endurance, the ambitious with profit; that, in fact, the 
dance represented, through its varied moods and situations, the 
deeds of mankind. In Brahma’s words in Natya Sastra : 

This drama [of dance] shall be the source of all counsel,., 

It shall serve as a timely resting place for those who are grieved, 
weary, unhappy, or engaged in an arduous discipline - bestowing 
righteousness, renown, longlife, fortune, increase of reason... 

That which is not found herein is not knowledge, nor craft, nor wis¬ 
dom, nor any art, nor applicaiion, nor deeds. 

Narayana Menon, in an extravagant essay on Natya Sastra, 
remarks that this celestial dialogue catches exactly the intellec¬ 
tual, philosophical, and moral view of the dance in India, where, 
religion and art being identical, the dance is a way of realizing 
God, and the spectator’s capacity for delight does not depend 
primarily on the accomplishment of the dancer, because both are 
seeking religious fulfilment, and in that search the dancer’s 
gestures, steps, and songs and the spectator’s knowledge of the 
dance are both irrelevant, for dancer and spectator are ultimately 
incapable of attaining religious fulfilment for each other. Menon 
quotes a medieval theoretician’s definition of religious fulfilment 
as ‘intellectual ecstasy devoid of conceptual contacts... [the] 
summit of being... impossible to analyse and yet in the likeness 
of our very being'. According to Menon, these high ideals, having 
withstood the profanation of time (Because, one supposes, they 
are too fine to be violated by the mortal world), are considered to 
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govero the various present-day schools of dancing: the Katha- j 
kali, of Kerala; the Kuchipudi, of Andhra Pradesh; the Odissi, 
of Orissa; the Manipuri, of the northeast; and the more widely 
practised northern Kathak and southern Bharatanatyain, the last I 
school being perhaps the purest expression of the ageless tradi¬ 
tion. In a companion essay - this time photographic - Menon I 
offers evidence to prove that Balasaraswaii, a woman who was I 
born in 1918 and who lives in Madras, is today the purest expo- | 
nent of the purest school of dance. Even aside from the philo- I 
sophical ramifications, I ask myself, what can dance in India, : 
performed mostly solo, without costumes, on a bare stage, and 
consisting of minute gestures, many of them improvised, have in ; 
common with balletic choreography, presented with the help of 1 
sets and costumes - that is, with classical dance as it is under¬ 
stood in Europe? 

Today, to meet Balasaraswati, I am back in Madras, where it j 
is so hot that the sun seems to be falling down with the .sky. j 
There are only two good months here, when the climate is [ 
bearable - December and January,’ a Madrasi tells me. 'We 
Hindus say that the universe has a pmlaydi a death - a period of [ 
withdrawal for rest. We Madrasis have our pniluyu all the time.’ 1 

Balasaraswati turns out to live in a big two-storey house, which ' 
is so new that some of the window-panes arc still not in, A work- 1 
man shows me into a living room, whose total furnishings arc a ; 
small red carpet, a sofa and two matching armchairs, a cuckoo : 
clock, a couple of instruments swathed in their cloths and leaning : 
against a wall, and a tall, elaborately carved glass-fronted c.il)inct [ 
in which is an old vina and over which hangs a delicate painting 
of a woman playing the vina, The room, like the outside of the : 
house, suggests a place that has not yet been lived in, 

Balasaraswati comes in shyly, her hands pressed together, Be- i 
lying the notion of a south Indian lady of means, she wears a 
plain white sari with a little embroidery, a white cholu or blouse, ! 
no jewellery, and, except for the inevitable kohl on the eyelids ( 
and a red mark on her forehead, no make-up. Her figure is full 
and her manner matronly, but her firm, su[)plc body identifies [ 
her as a dancer. She sits down in one armchair and I in the other. ; 

I ask her how she happened to take up dancing, [ 
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‘My family have all been dancers and musicians,’ she replies, 
speaking a mixture of Hindi and Tamil. ‘On my mother’s side, 
wc have been musicians and dancers for seven generations, and’ 
- she turns towards the vina case and the painting - ‘we always 
called my grandmother Dhanara “Vina Dhanam”, she was so 
famous for her playing of the vina.' 

I ask her about the present state of dancing in India. 

'That is a delicate question,’ she replies, a little uneasily. ‘I am 
still a professional, and the matter is a very delicate one to talk 
about. Whoever gets involved in dancing puts much work into 
it. It is not easy to pass judgement. Dancers are like vendors; 
they specialize in different things, Some dancers specialize in 
Kuchipudi and some dancers in Odissi; some dancers mix 
everything up and get an adulterated dance form. The techniques 
have become well known, but their quality I am doubtful about. 
The point is that nowadays when you announce you are going 
to dance, people expect a film star. Since I started dancing, so 
many dancers have come and so many dancers have gone -1 am 
like a milestone. Dancers have their ups and downs, but I myself 
have had mostly ups. I love the art and have always been happy 
with what acclaim I received. Kamala Laxman, Vyjaiuhimala, 
Yaminl Krishnamurthi, Rukmini Devi, Indrani Rehman-all at 
one time or another have received good hands from their audi- 
enres. Uday Shankar may be the best known of all. He is a very 
imaginative artist and has very good taste, but Uday Shankar is 
a Kaihakali dancer. Thar is a ma.sculinc dance form. There are 
some gestures that arc common to Kaihakali and Bharatanatyam, 
a feminine dance, but Kaihakali is too vigorous for women. 
BKiraianatyam is more ladylike.’ 

'You’ve always .specialized in Bharatanatyam?’ 

‘Yes, Bharatanatyam is the true dance of India, though it is 
south Indian. Some people say it comes from the second century 
B.c,, and some say from the fourth century a.d. It may date from 
sometime in between. Some people say it was created by Bharata. 
Others say there never was a Bharata, But it is all set down in 
Naiya Sastra^ by Bharata - or whoever he was. I've read only a 
little of the treatise, in Tamil translation - the treatise is a very 
big volume - because I started dancing when I was four, and I 
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knew nothing about the treatise thcn> I learned by imitation. 
Bharatanatyam is a solo dance, and its theme is usually love. We 
Hindus always exalt love into love of the gods, so in Bharatanat¬ 
yam my lover may be Lord Krishna, or Lord Shiva, or his son, 
whom we Madrasis call Subrarnaniam. The songs that accom¬ 
pany a dance indicate his identity. The big love-affair songs last 
for ten minutes. Short love-affair songs may last for only five 
minutes. The songs arc interpreted through facial expression and 
gesture. The movements of the dance are angular, and it relies 
mostly on mime. I don’t think one comes across such miming in 
any other dance culture. Of course, the programme of the dance 
includes many things besides love songs.’ 

‘What kinds of things does the programme include?’ 

‘It begins with akrippu^ which is a purely rhythmic, non¬ 
verbal invocation. It is a drum item, without music. The dance 
begins with that, and goes on to jatiswarm, This adds melody 
to the rhythm, but it is a song without a text to illustrate. Then 
comes shabkm, which adds mime to rhythm and melody. 
Shabdam his a text, and the theme, when it is not about a love 
affair with the god.s, may concern honourable maharaia.s, or wise 
men described in the ancient books, But alarippu, jatiswaram, 
and shcibdm are all only an introduction to the varnm^ which 
combines all the elements of the others, and lasts for an hour or 
an hour and a half, depending on the mood of the artist and the 
response of the audience. The build up is gradual, but the varntim 
is very strenuous, so the programme calls for an interval, after 
which there are the padms - those love songs - plus jmlis and 
iiillamm.' 

‘Doesn’t the programme ever change?’ 

‘A Bharatanatyam dancer always sticks to this programme, 
but different performers give different interpretations. Shabdm 
may have a line about the dancer’s falling in love with Shiva. 
The text may say, “You have fallen in love with Shiva, the Great 
Lord.” But a dancer may conjure up Shiva destroying demons, 
Shiva with ashes smeared all over his body, Shiva holding up a 
trident, Shiva with a half-moon over his head, Shiva with a 
necklace of snakes, Or a dancer may conjure up Shiva wearing 
Mother Ganga on his head - like this.’ Still seated, pasfiive and 


reverent, she extends one hand over her head and parallel to the 
ground, and moves her arm in a wide arc with a wavy, rippling 
gesture, her hand rolling gently back and forth. There are so 
many ways of re-creating Shiva’, she goes on. ‘I have been learn¬ 
ing them since childhood.’ 

She now tells me how as a child she danced and sang from 
six in the morning until bedtime, and she talks about her first 
public performance, at the age of seven; about her dance teacher 
Kandappan, who taught her from the time she was four until 
she was twenty-three; about his son, who, after Kandap- 
pan’s death, in 1941, started working with her and her troupe 
of musicians. She talks about her only child, a daughter named 
Lakshmi, who has never shown any interest in dancing, and 
who has just taken a degree in history at a university; about her 
own mother, Jayammal, who was noted as a singer; and about 
her several brothers, who are employed in such disparate occu¬ 
pations as building construction, music teaching, and airline 
work, and how they all live together in the new house. ‘I still 
keep a clarinettist in my troupe of musicians,’ she remarks. Tn 
ancient day.s, in Bharatanatyam, they had male singers in the 
first half of the programme and female singers in the second 
half. The vim has always been the favourite instrument for 
Bharatanatyam, but it did not project well enough to accompany 
the males, .so they used bagpipes and clarinets. In the old days, 
they did not have microphones.’ 


Jazz in Bombay 

I have become good friends with Asha Puthli and Vivan Sun- 
daram, whom I recognize as spiritual kin to some of my friends 
in London and New York, though neither Asha nor Vivan has 
been abroad. Asha is a beautiful, mercurial girl, just out of the 
university, who has applied for a job as a B.O.A.C. air hostess 
simply in order to go to London and hear a real jazz vocalist, 
and perhaps become one herself. Vivan, who was educated at the 
Doon School, the most expensive public school in India, with 
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a reputation for turning out very self-assured young men, never¬ 
theless has a gentle, unassuming manner. I first met them when 
I went with a friend to a party that Vivan gave to celebiate his 
having been granted a finalist’s interview for a Commonwealth 
Fellowship to study painting in London, The party was in New 
Delhi, at his parents’ house, which was full of paintings by his 
aunt, the late Amrita Shergil, and also held some of Vivan s 
own. One of Vivan’s paintings - a very large Pop affair, hanging 
over the mantel - was made up of patches of Indian costumes 
and masks thickly daubed with paint. Vivan’s paintings have 
something of the naturalness and simplicity of nursery sketches, 
and connoisseurs agree that they show much originality, though 
Vivan himself acknowledges the influence of Robert Rauschen¬ 
berg. Asha, Vivan, and I have now all met apin in Bombay, 
where Asha is studying classical Indian music with a pandii 
while she awaits the outcome of her job application, where 
Vivan is trying to arrange an exhibition while he awaits the 
verdict on his Commonwealth Fellowship, and where I have 
happened to stop over in the course of my peregrinations. 

Today, we go to their favourite haunt, a restaurant called the 
Venice, in the run-down Hotel Astoria, to listen to jazz, which 
is having its first stirrings in Indja - of course, in this avant- 
garde city, which, psychologically and geographically, lies closer 
to Europe than any other Indian city does, and, together with 
near-by Goa, which was a Portuguese colony for over four hun¬ 
dred years, is the chief remaining bastion of Western influence 
in the country. 

For what might be called formal relaxation, city people here 
in India seem to do one of three things: they go to cultural 
events, on the order of the Sangeet Sammelan; they go to clubs, 
which with their swimming tanks and tennis courts, resemble 
the typical country club elsewhere; or they go to Western-style 
restaurants, such as the Gaylord and the Volga in Delhi, the 
Blue Fox in Calcutta, and, in lesser cities, the local Kwality. 
Following the custom of British days, most of these restaurants 
have small dance floors, with bands playing Western music 
almost continuously from morning to night, whether or not 
anyone is dancing, or even listening. They play such old stand- 
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bys as 'Greensleeves' and ‘Green Eyes’ and such current 
favourites as ‘Lemon Tree’. At the moment, the rage is a num¬ 
ber called .‘Mamma Loves Papa, Papa Loves Mamma’. These 
Western-style restaurants, unlike most of their Indian-style 
counterparts - and also unlike most offices and private houses 
arc air-conditioned in the summer. They provide a refuge for 
students, housewives, government officers, and businessmen 
alike, though the groups seem to patronize them at different 
times of day - housewives coming for elevenses, government 
officers and businessmen for lunch, and the student crowd for 
tea and a little dancing. In the evenings, there is a similar cycle 
of attendance, beginning with husbands bringing their wives - 
or wives their husbands - for dinner, and ending with students 
in mixed groups, who arrive later in the evening for coffee. At 
their best, these restaurants give one the illusion of being in 
Europe; at their worst, they suggest a barricade set up against 
the sights, sounds, and smells of the India outside. 

Some of the owners of Western-style restaurants in Bombay 
are now permitting their old-time bands to play jazz, and with¬ 
out question the best of the jazz combos is a quintet made up of 
piano, alto saxophone, tenor saxophone, bass, and drums that 
holds forth at the Venice. The jazz here is as pure as any - 
though the restaurant tries to capture the atmosphere of its 
namesake city with a tacky decor of gondolas and canals, and 
the bearers serve ‘sahib-and-memsahib’ food, such as roast 
mutton and boiled vegetables, with the hauteur usually found 
in aspirants to metropolitan Indian chic. Starting at six-thirty, 
the quintet first plays, in shirtsleeves, for the student crowd,, 
then, in lounge suits, for the business and cover-charge set, then 
for the visiting Indian tourists, who are in and out almost with 
the two ten-minute cabaret shows (these feature a belly dancer, 
a little on the heavy side, dressed in silver tassels and black 
gloves), and, finally, around eleven-thirty, for a few serious- 
looking stragglers and friends - the music modulating, as the 
evening progresses, from brilliant jazz, with echoes of Miles 
Davis, to overstuffed old melodies, complete with crooner, to a 
frenetic, sleazy beat, and, ultimately, to unpredictable experi- 


I 
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mentation and fun. It is this Ia.st period that Asha, Vivan, and 
1 have been looking forward to this evening. 

The quintet plays ‘The DoveV *The Pond’, and Karim 
Blues’ (Karim was the owner of a Bombay speakeasy), all com¬ 
posed by Braz Gonzalves, the quintet’s leader and alto .saxo¬ 
phonist, As the musicians play, they throw glances at Asha, 
who blows kisses to them. Presently, the professional crooner 
having just departed, Gonzalves calls out to Asha to take the 
stage and sing. She goes up without fuss but stands facing the 
musicians, with her back to the tables. ‘She always sings with 
her back to the audience,’ Vivan tells me. ‘I suppose, like other 
jazz musicians here, she just doesn’t feel comfortable^with 
people. The state of jazz in India is such that when musicians 
really play and sing, it is only for themselves.’ 

The quintet swings into the opening bars of ‘My^ Funny 
Valentine’ with a huge bang, and then subsides as Asha s voice, 
at first muffled and distant, takes over. Soon Asha is belting out 
her song in a very un-Indian way. ‘My funny valentine. Sweet 
comic valentine. Yoii make me smile with my heart. Your looks 
are laughable’ her voice suddenly slurs up through an octave 
- ‘unphotographable. Yet you’re my favourite work of art’ Her 
voice slurs up a couple of octaves, as if she were struggling m 
break out of the Indian mode of singing that imprisons the voice 
mostly in the larynx. The words give way to scatting, and the 
melody shifts into another key, into another tune, and back 
again. Asha and the quintet take turns improvising and em¬ 
bellishing, as if they had been working together for years. 
Bearers look on, puzzled but admiring. 

A.sha returns to the table, followed closely by Casmiro Lobo, 
the tenor saxophone player; Wancy de Souza, the drummer; 
and Dinshaw Balsara, the bass player, (Gonzalves and the piano 
player, Xavier Fernandes, have stepped out for some air.) They 
surround Asha at the table. 

‘Whew, Asha! Boy, that was good 1 ’ Balsara says. 

Asha says apologetically, ‘All my singing is copied from 
records. I’ve never heard the real thing.’ Then she compliments 
herself by adding, ‘But I’m the most advanced singer in India,’ 

‘You should record it and send it to the United States,’ Bal¬ 


sara .says. ‘A voice like that - where wouldn’t it reach? You are 
the best crooner in India.’ Balsara - or Balsi, as he is nicknamed 
- is a short) stoutish Parsi, and, like the other members of the 
quintet, is showily dressed, down to his pearl cuff-links. He talks 
to Asha with impressive emphasis while Wancy, who is a little 
taller, and Cafimiro look on with awe. 

Asha listens, and then, a little embarrassed, remarks, 'I’ve 
never been taught to sing jazz. I just sing becausse I like it,’ She 
goes on, ‘Anyway, Balsi, this is the best jazz place in India - the 
only place where jazz is played seriously at all.’ : 

‘Good crooners are impossible to find in India,’ Balsi says. 
‘But, A.sha, I would never let you sing professionally here in 
Bombay. I would rather die than have you sing where there is 
no respect for music.’ 

A serious Parsi girl whom I met once or twice in Cambridge, 
Mas.sachusett!i, when I was studying at Flarvard is at the Venice, 
I discover. She spots me, comes to our table, and .soon embarks 
on a lecture that makes me nostalgic for the cafeterias around 
Harvard Square. ‘So nice that you’ve discovered the Venice,’ 
she .says to me, and then informs the table judicially, ‘Bombay is 
a bourgeois intellectual de,sert. I haven’t found anybody in this 
country who is thinking. Middle-class Indians today are more 
grossly Philistine than any other people. They are three times 
as materialistic as any American, and they are twenty times as 
guilty as any American, If I were sentencing an American for 
being materialistic and grossly Philistine and living in a bour¬ 
geois intellectual desert, I would give him one year, because he 
Lid no chance to learn better, but if I were judging an Indian, 
I would give him twenty years, because he has the culture and 
philosophy of the Vedas and the Upanishads and the pumnas* 

‘It« a desert,’Ca.smiro say.s. 

‘Now that they have good jazz at the Venice, they should do 
away with the food and with a cover charge, and just have an 
espresso bar,’ Vivan says. ‘Then people could buy a cup of coffee 
for a few annas and simply sit and listen to jazz. We are trying 
to ape the Americans in every other respect, so we should have 
a place like the Village Gate,’ 

‘You know about the Village Gate?’I ask. 
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‘All the Villafie placet are very well known here in Bombay,’ 
he tpl£‘Do» W ““ ^ 

„ walked in and ht^^^ 

Hentoff or Barbara Gardner?’ 

^ M -TJ 'c iL best He’s terrific. No one in the world is 

S“r if' k “ N™ 

SdiemoretamonsthanMfcDavn 

■Braiitbebest,' Wancy says. He a thebtst. 

‘BairymV tk’bi'a tea player in Bombay, and I mean it,’ 

’"SSripSlti.iJon.Wan^.ar^ 

thinks is our manager. tKy> If-ider ” ’ Wancv 

-I tell Braz, “Stick up for us. You arc the leader, ^ wancy 

says. 'But he’s gentle and never gets angry unless hes had 
drink or two.’ 

‘And then-whew I’Balsi exclaims. 

‘You are right, Wancy,’Casmiro puts m. 

‘We all haw other jobs during the day, Balsi tells me. Fro 
nine-thirty to five-thirty I work as a comnaercial artist, and at 
six-thirty have to start playing at the Venice. We get .some 
rest at .sLn-thirty, though, when our interval for 
We begin playing again at nine-thirty and play on till one. I 
don’t rilindV^ying but no one - no one ~ understands the 
music at all. There is no respect for music here. 

‘You are righ t,' Gasmiro repeats. 

‘And Balsi, you get only four hundred rupees a month so 
unimportant h ^ ba. considered to beV Wancy complains. 
‘For my drums I get twice as much, 

‘A cabaret dancer gets two thousand rupees a month, Balsi 


continues. ‘And cabaret dancers who bill themselves as Egyptian 
or Persian are usually just Bombay suburbanites, Most people 
come to the Venice only for the cabaret. There is no respect for 
musicians in this country, no respect.’ 

‘Absolutely no respect,’ Casmiro echoes. 

The three musicians invite all of us upstairs to their room 
for a drink. Bombay, the stronghold of Indian prohibition and 
prohibitionists, has many rules - more often transgressed than 
observed - about who may serve drinks to whom. In any case, 
there are no drinks to be had in the Venice, and Asha, Vivan, 
and I immediately accept the invitation. The serious girl declines 
and goes back to her table. 

Balsi leads the way - through the restaurant, up countless 
flights of stairs, down a hallway, and into the room, which, be¬ 
ing near a pantry, is thick with the smell of stale curry, It seems 
little larger than a train compartment. The impression is re¬ 
inforced by clothes that, hanging from pegs, jut out into the 
room from all sides, half concealing the wooden beds under 
them. The furniture of the room consists entirely of four beds, 
which have somehow been fitted in at right angles to each other, 
leaving a narrow passage to the door, The floor space between 
the beds is taken up by a pillow and a large bath towel. On one 
of the beds a man is sound asleep, ‘This is the Venice telephone 
operator,’ Balsi says nonchalantly, pointing to the sleeping 
figure. ‘Edward, the Venice steward, also lives here.’After telling 
me that Braz and Xavier do not live in the hotel, he continues, 
‘Edward used to sleep on the towel, but one night a rat woke 
him up by jumping over him, and he couldn’t sleep for the rest 
of the night. I gave him my bed, and now I sleep on the towel,’ 

We all sit down on a couple of the beds, pushing against the 
clothes hanging at our backs to make ourselves comfortable. 
From under a bed Balsi brings out two quarter-pint-size whisky 
bottles filled with Goan moonshine. He explains that the whisky 
empties are picked up at the thieves' bazaar in Bombay, taken 
to Goa, filled with moonshine called Cashew or Phani, and 
smuggled back into Bombay for sale. (The point of the whisky 
bottles, apparently, is to add a touch of class to the illicit trade.) 
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He pours US each a thimbleful of Cashew and says. Bottoms 
up] Cheerio r 

We drink. Cashew, made out of the fruit of the cashew tree, 
smells to me like vanilla extract but tastes a little gluey and sour, 
like milk that has been kept too long. After that, Fm content 
not to sniff or taste Phani, a coconut extract, but simply hold my 
breath and toss it down. Drink follows drink, and, to help 
Asha, Vivan, and me make a pretence of keeping up with the 
three musicians, Coca-Colas are produced from under the bed. 
(In spite of our noisy drinking and talking, the Venice telephone 
operator sleeps on, perhaps taking us for fibres in a dream.) 

‘I may be leaving for America soon,’ Balsi says, settling down 
with another round of Phani. ‘I have a motorbike. It is my only 
worldly possession, and I hope to sell it for ten thousand rupees. 
1 would then use five thousand rupees to buy a plane ticket to 
New York. The other five thousand I would give to a man I 
know. He is the father of a friend of mine who has already 
emigrated to America. I would try to get my friend In America 
to give me the equivalent of five thousand rupees in dollars 
I when I got there. In New York, Fd work as a commercial artist 
during the day and play bass at a place like the Village Van¬ 
guard in the evening. In America, they appreciate good music. 

Balsi quizzes me about jazz in New York. Asha and Vivan 
talk about what they will do once they reach England. Wancy - 
with nods of approval from Casmiro - talks about Goa as if it 
were a Riviera, dwelling on its singular history, which allowed 
the Portuguese settlers and the Goan natives to intermarry freely 
and adopt each other’s customs, and describing its re,sortlike 
beaches, its climate, and its festive atmosphere of constant drink¬ 
ing, partying, and musicmaking. 

When we come downstairs, there isn’t a bearer In evidence. 
The restaurant seems all but eio.sed for the night. Braz is sitting 
alone on the stage working out something on his sax, and while 
Asha, Vivan, and I take a table, and Wancy goes in search of 
coffee, Casmiro and Balsi join Braz. The three men are soon 
playing together, two accompanying the third as he strikes out 
on a little improvised jig of his own. The music comes through 
fuddled and wild. 
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Wancy returns with the coffee and stays at the table with 
us, Asha coqucttlshly snuggles up to him and says, Wancy, 
darling, you’re the best-looking member of the quintet.’ As 
though nothing were happening on the stage, she starts serenad¬ 
ing him in a small, whispery voice with 'My Funny Valentine’, 
which she sings in a manner that exaggerates the song’s mawk¬ 
ishness i ‘My funny, handsome valentine. Sweet, comic, hand¬ 
some valentine,.,’ 

While Vivan looks on, amused, Wancy and Asha leave the 
table and start dancing a few steps. Asha continues her song. 
The music on stage comes to an abrupt halt, The couple con¬ 
tinue to move around the table,s, not so much dancing as doing a 
sort of vaudeville act. 

‘He’s my drummer! He’s my drummer!’ Braz cries out, his 
voice cracking with anger, ‘Asha, Fm sacking Wancy! Fm 
giving him the sack! He will never play drums at the Venice as 
long as I am playing here. I will never play with him. You have 
no respect for the musician if you dance with him. Is it right? 
Is it right? Is it right that she should dance with my drummer? 
That she should dance with a musician? Do musicians have 
no respect? Should respectable musicians dance?’ 

Asha bursts into tears. Vivan takes her hand. Her crying sub¬ 
sides like a summer storm. Wancy remains fixed in one spot, 
and makes no effort to defend himself. Balsi tries to pacify Braz, 
but Braz continues his harangue. He sounds like a betrayed man 
seeking full revenge, Balsi motions to us to go. I don’t under¬ 
stand any of it. 

In the taxi, Vivan says to me, ‘Don’t worry. Asha’s tears 
are just one of her nightly routines. It helps soothe her to 
sleep.’ 

‘Has Wancy really been given the sack?’ I atik, “What hap¬ 
pened to Braz? Every night, he plays for the belly dancer -’ 

‘But a belly dancer’s not a musician,’ Vivan interjects. ‘Braz 
just doesn’t like the idea of a musician, who should know the 
value of music, dancing to jazz.’ He shifts his ground. ‘Braz’s 
point is that if Wancy is on duty he should not be dancing. If he 
sacks Wancy tonight, he may be too proud to take him back 
tomorrow - and Wancy may be too proud to come back.’ Ca^^ 
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fully avoiding any mention of Asha, Vivan goes on to analyse 
everyone clse’s conduct. 'Since Braz has no opportunity to listen 
to any other good musicians, he only knows his own little 
world,’ he says at one point. 'He thinks he is the best, and in 
that little world he may be the best. But he has therefore got 
big-headed. They arc all big-headed.’ 

When Vivan and Asha and I pull up in front of the Venice 
the following evening, Braz is standing outside smoking a 
cigarette. Asha, who has not eaten all day, sits quite still in the 
taxi. She conspicuously shuts her eyes, as if making a wish, and 

then slips out and runs up to Braz. 

‘Sorry, Asha,’ Braz says quickly. ‘I have sacked Wancy, and 
Balsi has quit with him. I gave Wancy the sack. He will never 
play at the Venice as long as I’m playing here. I will never play 

^ ‘Dave Brubeck is always quarrelling with Paul Desmond and 

making up with him,’Vivan says lightly. 

Braz starts to say something but stops, takes a drag on his 

cigarette, and walks away. , ui- 

Inside, we ask the bearer who shows us to a table about Balsi 

and Wancy. „ ■ 

‘They have moved on,’ he remarks casually. Musicians arc 
like that nowadays. You’ll soon be able to hear them again. 

They'll be playing somewhere else.’ 

The musicians take the stage. In appearance, the quintet 
seems unchanged; in the dark restaurant, two Goans manning 
the drums and bass could easily pass for Wancy and Balsi. 

Asha, with a show of spirit, calls out to the two new musi¬ 
cians to ask whether they can sing. The drummer says he can 
croon, and Asha persuades him to sing. Pie does - with the 
slurred accents of a rock-and-roll star. I can make out only one 
protracted, repeated line; 'I wanna pla-a-ace in your hca-art, 
When he finishes, Asha goes up and sweetly sings .several .songs, 
each more imaginatively than the last, with her large eyes full 
upon Braz, as if she were a pujori before a graven image, 

The end of the evening finds A.sha, Vivan, and me plying 
Casmiro, Xavier, and Braz with drinks in a speakeasy renowned 


M . 


for its undiluted .Scotch - at undiluted prices -- and the conversa- i 
tion skittishly roaming over every possible subject. ■ 

Finally, in the small hours of the morning, Vivan says, ‘How | 
about it, Braz?’ ,j 

‘I don’t like Wancy,’ Braz says. ‘He’s not a good drummer. j 
pie’s a no-gtiod drummer. I’ve never liked him. For a year and a 
half I have worked with him and I haven’t liked him. I am the 
greatest, and Xavier is next-greatest, and Casmiro -’ i 

‘Braz and Wancy have been at each other’s throat for a year 
and a half,’ Xavier breaks in. ‘It had to come to a head sooner or 
later, and his dancing brought it to a head. Wancy was probably | 

just high. Braz, you’re very nice, but you have come in high ® 

yourself, and I’ve always said there should be a certain amount 
of give-and-take. If only I’d been there last night, perhaps I 
might have made peace.’ 

‘Xavier has matie peace dozens of times before,’ Braz says. 

‘Pie’s the best peacemaker in the world. But this is a question of I 
respect’ I 

On subsequent evenings, we return to the Venice and we can¬ 
vass other night spots, but there is no trace of Balsi or Wancy 
anywhere. ‘They may be in Calcutta or Philadelphia,’ a bearer 
at the Venice observes. ‘They may be vacationing in Goa. Who 
can say? This is Bomliay.’ Another evening, when we drop by 
the Venice, the same bearer talks in nearly the same vein about 
Braz and Xavier, who are inexplicably absent from their places. 

‘Xavier? I think he’s playing the piano at the Sun ’n Sand, that 
new hotel a few miles from here, at Juhu Beach. Braz went to 
Delhi to the Gaylord - or is it the Volga? He has a job there,’ 

It isn’t important to know which, I think as we wave to Cas¬ 
miro aiul leave. At either the Gaylord or the Volga, Braz would 
be playing ‘Lemon Tree’ or ‘Mamma Loves Papa, Papa Loves 
Mamma’-not jazz. 

Asha gets her job, and she flies away to London for her train¬ 
ing. Vivan gets his Commonwealth Fellowship and is to follow | 
Asha to London, but not until the beginning of the academic 
year, in the autumn, Meanwhile, he plans to travel around 
India and paijit, 
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^ 3, The Sacred River 

of the Hindus 


7 he Ageless fesrM 

If rivers are ranked according to length, the Nile, the Ama¬ 
zon, the Mississippi'Missouri'Red Rock, the Yangtze, the Ob, 
the Irtish, the Huang, the Congo, the Amur, the Lena, the 
Mackenzie-Peacc, the Mekong, the Niger, the Parana, the 
Murray-Darling, and the Volga all take precedence over the 
Ganges - or the Ganga, as the Indians call it - and so do the 
two other major Indian rivers, the Indus and the Brahmaputra. 
However, for Hindus the Ganga has long had a unique im¬ 
portance. Hindus have gone for centuries to the banks'of the 
Ganga to chant, the names of the river, along with the names of 
the gods. In ancient times, Hindus called the Ganga the Sura- 
sarit, or the River of the Gods, and since then they have 
addressed the river by a hundred or a thousand different names. 
(The names of the Ganga, usually Sanskrit compound words, 
defy translation, but they may be rendered into English^as 
Daughter of the Lord of Himalaya, Born from the Lotuslike 
Foot of Vishnu, Dwelling in the Matted Locks of Shiva, Taking 
Pride in the Broken Egg of Brahma, Having the Appearance of 
the Sacred Syllable Om, Resort of the Eminent, Flowing like a 
Staircase to Heaven, Leaping over Mountains in Sport, Radiant 
like the Autumnal Moon. Light amid the Darkness of Ig¬ 
norance, Mother of the World, Protector of the Sick and Suffer¬ 
ing who Come for Refuge, Cow that Gives Much Milk, Making 
a Noise like a Conch Shell and Drum, Adorned with a Net of 
Water, Affording Delight to the Eye, Ever Moving, Having a 
Pure Body, Triple-Braided, Stimulator, and so on.) ^e Ganga, 
which rises as a snow pool from an ice cave in the Himalayas 


and, flowing swiftly through tortuous mountain valleys, follows 
a south-easterly course of about fifteen hundred miles to the Bay 
of Bengal) goes through some of the hottest plains in the world, 
but it has always been a river of great concentrations of people, 
and today nearly a third of India’s population inhabits the Gan- 
gctic plains, living in some of the few great cities in the country 
(Benares, Allahabad, and Calcutta) and in some of the largest 
states (Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, and West Bengal). As a river, the 
Ganga is distinctive for sudden and frequent changes in its river¬ 
bed (the Ganga is always eroding its banks and then leaving 
them, to reappear as a new stream somewhere else), for severe 
floods (Ganga floods have been known to last as long as forty 
days), and for being generally capricious (the ruins of ancient 
cities and villages on its banks, or former banks, testify to the 
perpetual physical changes of the river). But the Ganga is per¬ 
haps most renowned for the extraordinary properties of its 
water. Although the river is used by the Hindus for ritual bath¬ 
ings and for ritual immersion of the bones and ashes of the 
dead, and for the disposal of diseased human corpses and the car¬ 
casses of animals, and although at numerous points the river re¬ 
ceives sewage from open drains - conditions that continually 
introduce into the Ganga dangerous bacteria like the cholera 
vibrio - Ganga water is nevertheless considered to be quite pure. 
It is said that not only do most bacteria die in the water in a 
matter of hours but the bones of the dead dissolve in it with 
astonishing speed. (There is reported to be a tank of Ganga 
water at Soron, a town on the right bank of the river, in Uttar 
Pradesh, in which the bones of the dead dissolve in three days.) 
It is also said that, becau.se of the special properties of the water, 
sailors used to prefer a supply of it to a supply of any other 
drinking water for long voyages. Now, as in the past, Hindu 
pilgrims to the river wash in the water, cook with it, and drink 
it. Indeed, to the Hindus the Ganga is so sacred that if once in 
his life a Hindu bathes in the Ganga - ideally, at one of the 
ancient sacred places, like Prayaga (the modern name is Alla¬ 
habad), Benares, or Hardwar, and on one of the prescribed days 
during a mek (imperfectly translated by the English word 
‘festival’), but also at any place or time - he is vouchsafed a more 
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certain salvation than if he should devote himself to prayer and 
meditation from infancy to death, for in Hinduism the ritual o 
bathing enables a man to cross the ocean of life and transcend 

'’’™dmTfTa mek may be determined by an astrological 
event, like the conjunction of the sun and the or by a 
legendary religious event, like the epic battle fought at Kuiuk- 
shetra and described in the Bhagavad-Gita, or, of course, by ih 
coincidence of an astrological event with a legendary one, like 
the occurence of the famous Kurukshetra mJa during a sola 
eclipse in 1962. The greatest mek of al is the Kumbha me/« at 
Prayaga. This mek which is attended by hundreds of thou¬ 
sands, sometimes millions, of pilgrims from ev^y P|>« 
all of them united in the wish to take part in the bathing rites, 1 
perhaps the largest religious assemblage on earth. In recent 

years, the Institute of Indian Culture, m Bombay, has be n 

publishing, in English, under the general title of the Book Udn 
L ity, a series of a hundred books that are intended to provide 
‘higher education’ and to disseminate ‘such literature asjevcals 
the deeper impulsions of India’; one book in this scries is a 
paperback volume of a hundred and ninety-nme pages, pub¬ 
lished in 1955. that is called Kumbk: him s A^ekss Fesu<^ 
Dilip Kumar Roy and Indira Devi are the co-authors 0 
bha, which has been commended by Indian pandits for showmg 
the central place of a mek in the life of a Hindu and also for 
serving in itself as an illustration of the ancient spirit of the 

^tumbha has half a dozen prefaces. Among jhem is an in¬ 
vocation that is a long poem from the pen of a friend of Roy s 
and Miss Devi’s named Richard Miller, to whom, m turn, the 
book is dedicated, with these lines i 


Who showed us once again that. East or West, 

Wherever one calls for Light 

In simple faith - to him His Gleaming Grace 

Will come her troth to plight. 

With love, 
Dada 
Indira 
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{'Daia\ which is Hindi for cither ‘elder brother’ or ‘grand¬ 
father’, is what Miss Devi calls Roy, both in the text and in life, 
as a footnote indicates; although she is not related to him by 
blood, she is idqntified in the book as his ‘daughter disciple’,) 

The invocation by Miller is in harmony with Roy’s and Miss 
Devi’s general approach; 

0 Flame of Love and Truth, 

Burning flickerless in the storm-winds’ throngl 
Herald Lord Krishna, playing the Marvel Flute. 

Lo, at the confluence of the twin hoary rivers, 

He beckons incndlcss Grace to all who yearn I 
Hark, hark, He calls to the waylost pilgrim souls: 

‘Come, come, my children I Fret no more for phantoms. 

Float on my gleaming ocean of loveliness, 

Sent in streams of ambrosia over India's mountains: 

Ganga and Yamuna flowing,’ 

(The Yamuna, or Jumna, River rises, like the Ganga, in the 
north, but flows first south and then southeast; because of its 
association with Lord Krishna, it is the second most sacred river 
to Hindus,) The poem, itself an ‘ambrosial’ abstraction, con¬ 
tinues for forty-four more lines. 

In the body of the book, Roy and Miss Devi, to suggest the 
origin of the Kumbha mek retell one of the many delightful 
Hindu stories of the creation. Before the creation of Heaven and 
earth, there was a primeval ocean, on which Brahma, the God 
of gods, floated in a trance. He awoke, and, wishing to mani¬ 
fest himself in multiplicity, created the cosmos. Les.ser gods and 
demons, not satisfied with the creation, took the mountain 
Mandar and the python Ananta Naga and, making of them a 
paddle and a rope, set about churning the primeval ocean. The 
waters heaved evil gases, but Lord Shiva drained the gases away 
in a long draught. Then the cow and the flying horse and the 
lyre and the siren came out of the ocean, followed by Dhan- 
vantari, the physician of the gods, who carried in his arms a 
pitcher filled with nectar that had the power to be.stow im¬ 
mortality. The lesser gods and demons fought for possession 
of the pitcher. The demons won it, but Dhanvantari turned 
himself into a rook, snatched the pitcher from the demons, and 
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Started Hying towards Paradise. In tlie course of his flight, which 
took him twelve days, he rested and refreshed himself at four 
places on the earth - Prayaga, Hardwar, Nasik, and U))ain. 
(Sayana, the fourteenth-century Vedic commentator, mterprets 
this creation story as an allegory in which the nectar is actually 
the God of gods, the lesser gods are the forces of good, the 
demons are the forces of evil, and the pitcher is man. The more 
the forces of evil prevail in man, the more he is hidden from 
the God of gods by mf, and the more the forces of good pre¬ 
vail in him, the closer he is brought to the God of gods.) 

This creation story varies from account to account (in another 
version the pitcher broke during the struggle, spilling the ncc- 
tar on Prayaga, Hardwar, Nasik, and Ujjain), hut, in whatever 
version, the story is regarded as a basis for the Kumbha mm 
numhy is the Sanskrit word for ‘pitcher’), which are usually 
held in a twelve-year cycle so that every three years there can 
be a Kumbha mek at one of the four consecrated places, Among 
the four Kumbha mM the one at Prayaga is pre-eminent, be¬ 
cause it takes place by the sangm (from ‘smgama , Sanskrit for 
'union') - the spot where the right bank of the Ganga meets the 
left bank of the Yamuna, just below Prayaga, ancl the waters of 
the two rivers flow together. (It is popularly believed that the 
mngm also receives the waters of a third river, a mythical 
underground stream called the Sarasvati.) The duodccenmal 
cycle of Kumbha m^ks is probably recent, but it happens that 
the Kumbha mek at Prayaga is observed in Magha (a month m 
the Hindu lunar calendar corresponding to parts of January 
and February), and the Magha melas at Prayaga are probably 
the oldest in the country. The first detailed account of attending 
a mek was ,set down by Hsuan-tsang, a seventh-century Chinc.se 
Buddhist who made a pilgrimage to India, the birthplace of 
Buddha, in search of religious instructiori. (The record of his 
travels, along with accounts of other Chinese pilgrims in the 
early Buddhist period, was preserved in China as part of the 
sacred writings of Buddhism.) For a time, Hsuan-tsang was a 
guest of Siladitya-Raja, also known as King Harsha, whose 
dominion extended over most of northern India. According to 
Hsuan-tsang, King Harsha put up thousands of stupas on the 
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hanks of the Ganga, built hospices in all the towns and villages 
for the care of the sick, the poor, and the homeless, and forbade 
the killing of animals on pain of death. Hsuan-tsang writes that 
King Harsha ‘sought to plant the tree of religious merit to such 
an extent that he forgot to sleep or to eat’, and goes on to re¬ 
port on some of King H.irsha's more spectacular religious acti¬ 
vities, describing a religious convocation in Kanauj, the capital 
of Harsha’,s empire: 

It w,is now the second month of springtime.., All along ... 
there were highly decorated pavilions, and places where musicians 
were st,itioncd,.. The king ... made them forth on a gorgeomly 
caparisoned great elephant a golden statue of Buddha about three 
feet high, and r.iiitcd aloft. On the left went the king, Siladitya... 
whilst Kumara-Raja [the prince regent]... went on the right. Each 
of them had as an escort five hundred war elephants clad in armour; 
in front and behind the statue of Buddha went one hundred great 
elephants, carrying musicians, who sounded their drums and raised 
their music, The king, Siladitya, as he went, scattered on every side 
pearls and various precious substances, with gold and silver flowers... 
I-Iaving first washed the image in scented water at the altar, the 
King then himself bnre it on his shoulder to... a tower, where he 
offered to it tens, hundreds, and thousands of silken garments, decor¬ 
ated with precious gems... After the feast, they assembled the 
different men of learning, who discussed in elegant language the 
most abtrtisc subjects. 

Many of these celebrants escorted King Harsha from Kanatq 
to Prayaga for his quinquennial ritual of alms-giving. At the 
Prayaga ceremony, which was attended by throngs of monks 
and mendicants from all parts of Harsha’s empire, Harsha occu¬ 
pied himself for seventy-five days with a public renunciation of 
his treasuries, 

Between the two confluents of the river [Hsuan-tsang writes], for 
the space of ten li or so, the ground is pleasant upland. The whole is 
covered with a fine sand. From old times till now, the kings and 
noble families, whenever they had occasion to di.stribute their gifts 
in charity, ever came to this place, and here gave away their goods,,, 
At the present time, Siladitya-Raja, after the example of his ancestors, 
distributes here... the accumulated wealth of five years. 
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Harsha heaped on this ground all his gold and jewels, mak¬ 
ing gifts to the statue of Bhuddha, then to statues of Hindu 
gods, then to ten thousand monks, then to Brahmans, then to 
Jains, and then to beggars, widows, wd orphans. When he had 
renounced everything, including his raiment, his vassal rajas 
went from beneficiary to beneficiary, using their own money to 
buy back the gifts, which they later restored to the King, so that 
he was as rich as he had been before coming to Prayaga. The 
vassal rajas apparently felt that this ransoming of King Harsha s 
property was a way of doing him homage; Harsha, for his part, 
felt that the act of renunciation had earned him merit.^Com¬ 
menting on this extraordinary ritual, Arthur Waley writes of 
Harsha, 'He said that if he did not from time to time get rid of 
all his possessions his “merit" (punya) would not grow and his 
run of luck might be broken; to which he added that safe¬ 
guarding one’s property involved a lot of worry and anxiety. 
As he knew that he was shortly to get his property all back and 
once more have the worry of looking after it, the second argu¬ 
ment seems to fall completely to the ground; and one would 
have supposed that if "luck” is acquired by giving away it must 
surely be “broken" by taking back one’s gifts.’ 

But not all the offerings that Hsuan-tsang witnessed at Prayaga 
and the sangm wk merely symbolic, He records that other 
pilgrims held these places so sacred that in the hope of attaining 
immortality they came there to drown themselves or mortify their 
flesh: 

At the confluence of the two rivers, every day there are many 
hundreds of men who bathe themselves and die. The people of this 
country consider that whoever wished to be born in Heaven ought to 
fast to a grain of rice, and then drown himself in the waters. By bath¬ 
ing in this water (they say) all the pollution of sin is washed away 
and destroyed; therefore from various quarters and distant regions 
people come here together and rest, During seven days they abstain 
from food, and afterwards end their lives.,. 

The heretics [to the Buddhists, Hindus were heretics] who prac¬ 
tise asceticism have raised a high column in the middle of the river; 
when the sun is about to go down they immediately climb up the 
pillar; then, clinging on to the pillar with one hand and one foot, 
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they wonderfully hold themselves out with one foot and one arm; 
and so they keep themselves stretched out in the air with their eyes 
fixed on the sun, and their heads turning with it to the right as it 
sets, When the evening has darkened, then they come down.,, They 
hope by these means to escape from birth and death, and many con¬ 
tinue to practise this ordeal through several decades of years. 

Two centuries before Hsuan-tsang’s Indian pilgrimage, 
Kalidasa, one of the greatest Sanskrit poets, described, in his epic 
Raghuvamsa, the beauty of the sangam in similes that contrast 
the traditional whiteness of the Ganga with the blueness of the 
Yamuna, Ganga’s sister stream: 

Sec'where Ganga's stream meets the waves of Yamuna 

Like a necklace of spaced pearls 

On which alternating sapphires cast their light, 

Or like a garland of white lotuses 

Interwoven with dark waterlilies;- 

Here like a flight of wild geese 

Flying from Lake Manasa against the thunderclouds, 

There like a design upon the cheek of Lady Earth, 

Painted with black aloe over sandalpaste; 

Like moonlight speckled with spots of darkness in the shade 
of drees, 

Or like white clouds of autumn opening on patches of blue sky; 
Like the very body of Lord Shiva, 

Covered with holy ash and wearing cobras for his ornaments, 

Roy and Miss Devi follow the long literary and religious 
tradition of celebrating the sacred rivers. 

A poor pilgrim in Hardwar [Roy reports] once admonished me 
when, inadvertently, I had spat into the Ganga while bathing. 'You, 
a pilgrim, must never spit into the Ganga,' he said, 'For, others may 
deny, but you must accept that the Ganga h a Devi, a Divine Mother, 
who has been sent to us from Heaven to absolve us from our earthli- 
ness,’ I was startled to realize how living and deep-rooted was our 
veneration for the Ganga, Millions of men and women who believe 
in symbols and in their power to turn our consciousness God ward 
cherish the Ganga as a super-conscient Mother, an emblem of purity 
- a Mother who is at once human and divine, In. the one aspect she 
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gives us physical purity, washing away our dust and sweat; in the 
other, that inner purity, which purges us of our wrong desires. It is 
to teach this that our saints and sages have all along enjoined on us 
to look upon her as the ‘molten compassion’ of the Supreme, 

Not only in devotional works like Kumbha but also in the 
epics, the Ganga is often exalted as a divine mother, and when¬ 
ever the river is so exalted, the sadhus (Sanskrit for pious man) 
and sages are described again and again as if they were the 

Mother’s male counterpart. 

The main purpose of Roy and Miss Devi^ is to elevate the 
mystical at the expense of the rational. (Their book is full of 
inspired sources.) The authors go as pilgrims to the Kumbha 
mala at Prayaga in 1954, the first in independent India, and 
describe at length and with rapture the many mystial experiences 
they had there. A fourth of the book is an imaginary dialogue 
between a Western rationalist and an Indian yogi. 

Prayaga, the holy town - Allahabad, India [the playlet npensl. In 
a small but charming hut on the bank of the immemorial Ganga, 
two men are discovered conversing on the... Kumbha day. The 
younger of the two, an Englishman and an Orientalist, ^is in his 
early thirties. Dressed in a blue lounge suit, he looks distinguished 
and virile, if not aggressive. We will call him Wbst. The other is a 
Yogi in his middle sixties - radiant, tranquil, and extremely hand¬ 
some, He is reputed to be a God-realiited saint, which is the reason, 
perhaps, why he looks at once humble and confident, keen-eyed 
and sympathetic. His eyes are the most remarkable part of him, 
penetrating and alert and yet radiating kindliness jike twm^stars. 
He often smiles, though somewhat abstractedly. He is dressed m the 
traditional ochre-coloured robe" germ. - of the Indian mystic, with 
a tulsi garland round his shining neck, We will call him East. 'Oh, 
but he is a Vaishnava of the traditional type!’ - say his detractors, 
the ultra-moderns. ‘But he can deliver the goods,’ counter his ad¬ 
mirers, not to mention his disciples. Time - afternoon. 

West! I have a few questions to ask you, sir - that is, if you have 
time. 

East {smiling)'. We live in eternity, my friend, haven’t they told 
you? 

W EST (smiling bach reassurci) i We Westerners are - 1 warn you, 
sir ■- somewhat - er - critical, though not irreverent, I hope. 
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East: Wh,it made you come to me? Are you a reporter of a 
paper? 

WEST (deprecating) : No, not nearly as bad as that, I am, well, a - 
student of philosophy.,, You see, I saw you, in the morning, bath¬ 
ing at the confiuence with your eyes fixed on the sun, It impressed 
me, for you looked for a long time at the sun without blinking,.. 
There was a light on your face which - er ~ shall we say, spoke to 
me,., I felt - er - strangely drawn to you, (Pause) I cannot accept 
hearsay, cither, but - er -1 assure you I - well, I am open to con¬ 
viction. 

East (with a faint smite)', But on your own terms, is that it? 

West (coinuring) ; I don't get you, sir - 

East : What I mean is: you came to me to be convinced, but only 
through mental reasonings, Am I not right? But In that case - I 
warn you, in my turn - you have come to the wrong shop. For the 
One who is beyond philosophy happens to be too strong and elusive 
to be grasped by so weak a net as can be woven by the mind, with its 
arguments. 

W EST! Alas, sir, but it’s the only net wc have I 

East : Wh.it about the other - that of the? 

West (pulling a long face) : You don’t mean - the Soul? 

Roy’s and Miss Devi’s script continues for forty-four more 
pages, and ju.st prior to the curtain it reads: 

East ... (closes his eyes,.. Two tears slowly tricl^e down his 
chee\s, as he sings abstractedly k a low voice ): 

?jha devo Vishwa{arma Mahatma 
Sada jananam hridaye sannivishtah: 

Hrida maniska manasa' bhihlipto 
Tta etad vidur amritas ts hhavanti. 

The quotation, which is from the Svetsvatara Upanlshad, 
may be tran.s!atcd as ‘The great-souled god, respon.u'ble for all 
acts, is ever pre.sent in the hearts of men, appearing as feeling, 
intelligence, and understanding. Those who know this to be so 
become immortal’ 

Being in India in 1966 ,1 prepare to go as a pilgrim to inde¬ 
pendent India's second Kumbha mek at Prayaga. As a first step, 
I get hold of a state guidebook to Uttar Pradesh - a guidebook 
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that, from its opening sentences, sets a grandiose, if apologetic, 
tone: 

It would not be inappropriate to describe Uttar Pradesh as the 
centre of the stage on which the drama of Indian history has been 
played. . . Uttar Pradesh has reflected and interpreted the signifi¬ 
cance of the most important events in the country s history, though 
it has not actually staged many. 

As a second step, I tackle the special Kumbha number of the 
Uttar Pradesh Pmchayuti Ruj Gazette^ which is lepresentc y 
the state government as an indispensable guide for pilgrim.s, and 
which, I discover, brings up to date and amplifies Roy s and Mi.ss 
Devi’s book. (Because Uttar Prade,sh is m the vanguard of the 
movement to eliminate all traces of Westernization in Incha and 
to rediscover the Golden Age of Hindui.sm,_ the has an 
aura of sanctity about it, but because it is written in heavily Sam 
skritized Hindi, it is beyond the reach of most of even those 
pilgrims who can read and write.) According to the Gazette, the 
duodecennial cycle of Kumbha melas derives its .significance not 
only from Dhanvantari’s twelve-day flight but from the fact that 
a student of Sanskrit grammar, ‘the chief of all sciences, must 
traditionally study twelve years before he can attain the title 
either of pandit or of shasiri, Further, the mystical significance 
of the twelve-year study perhaps derives from the recognition m 
Flindu philosophy of twelve instincts in man - five as.sociated 
with sense organs, five with motor organs, and two, perception 
and reason, with the mind - all of which must be mastered if one 
is to rise above attachments and aversions, pleasures and pains, 
and achieve inner happiness. The Gazette dwells on the great 
boons of the sangam, stating that a bath in the sangarn any time 
in Magha of any year is a thousand times as beneficial as a bath 
anywhere in the Ganga any time in Ashwina (parts of September 
and October) or any time in Kartika (parts of October and 
November), and ten million times as beneficial as a bath in any 
Other sacred river any time in Chaitra (parts of March and April) 
or any time in VaishaKha (parts of April and May), and is even 
more beneficial than giving away millions of cows as alms. The 
boons of a bath in the sangam in Magha during a Kumbha mela 


THE SACRED RIVER OF THE HINDUS 97 

are so numerous that not even Brahma can hope to count them, 
the Gazette says. It goes on to praise both the temporal pre¬ 
eminence of Prayaga (‘Prayaga’s leading role in the social, re¬ 
ligious, political, and economic fields has existed for thousands of 
years... Both Nehru and Shastri came from Prayaga. One can 
no more dismiss this as an accident of history - as something un¬ 
connected with Prayaga's long religious traditions - than fail to 
detect the hand of some inscrutable power behind these develop¬ 
ments’) and its divine pre-eminence (‘The loins of the earth are 
betwixt the Ganga and the Yamuna... Besides the Trinity of 
Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva, all gods and goddesses, sages and 
sadhus ,.. and celestial nymphs dwell here... Taking, in the 
right spirit, even a single step in the direction of Prayaga is an 
expiation of one’s sins’). 

According to the Gazette, several million Plindus were ex¬ 
pected to attend the 1966 Kumbha mela at Prayaga. Arrange¬ 
ments for the gathering, which would help to bind the country 
together on the political level as well as in other ways, were being 
made in accordance with the 1938 Uttar Pradesh Mela Act, which 
had standardized the existing methods of controlling the business 
transactions of the mek The Act had empowered the local 
district magistrate to form a committee of legislators, prominent 
citizens, and representatives of participating religious and volun¬ 
tary groups, and, in consultation with this committee, to fix any 
tolls, registration fees, and licence fees and to levy taxes on 
animals, vehicles, persons, and processions at the mek, also, at 
his own discretion, to frame rules about the movement of goods, 
the health of persons, and the extent of photographing, hunting, 
and fishing, to oversee the size, type, allotment, re-allotment, and 
rental of all plots and dwellings, to inspect premises, to confiscate 
goods, and to search out and punish offenders. Further arrange¬ 
ments for the 196C Kumbha mela called for subdividing the 
whole area into sectors, each with its own additional magistrate 
or, in the case of the larger sectors, with two additional magis¬ 
trates; for constructing new roads, broadening old roads, map¬ 
ping out routes for vehicles, pedestrians, and river craft, and 
floating pontoon bridges; for opening money-changing booths 
and a branch of the State Bank of India; for organizing 
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thousands of volunteer attendants; for installing electric lighting 1 
and erecting watch, control, and direction towers equipped with | 
radio, television, telephones, and floodlights; and for setting up 
rest stations, inquiry counter,s government exhibition.s, fair-pricc 
shops, fire station,s, police stations, first-aid posts, and hospitals. 
Addenda to the Gazette gave these statistics: two crorcs of rupees ; 
would be spent by the Uttar Pradesh government alone; sixty-two ; 
special trains would be coming to the mek each week; sixty : 
thousand pilgrims would be able to bathe in the sangam at one ; 
time; seven thousand policemen would be on duty; forty-two : 
hundred sweepers would be employed; and in the mek area there j 

would be eight post offices, thirteen tube wells, a thousand taps, ^ 

sixty miles of water pipes, and three hundred and | 

thousand trench latrines. Among an enumeration of do s and , 
‘don’t’s in the Gazette was the counsel ‘Do not travel on the foot- | 

board.s roofs, and buffers of trains... Getting on top of any train j 

is dangerous - particularly in the case of trains running betwem , 
Allahabad-Mughal Sarai and Allahabad-Kanpur, because electric | 
wires of 25,000 kilowatts pass over them. ^ 1 

Naturally, the difficulty inherent in planning for any mek is 
stupendous, and in the Gazette's discussion of the arrangcmcnt.s 
one detected an ove^zealous tone, as if the Gazette were haunted | 
by the memory of the 1954 Prayaga, the most 

important mek of the century. It seems that from the ancient ' 
period Hindus have believed that auspicious times for religious 
ceremonies like bathing are governed by the movements of the i. 
sun (the lord of the soul), the moon (the lord of perception), and | 
the planet Jupiter (the lord of reason). The most au-spicious part i 
of the year for bathing is between the winter solstice, when the 
sun appears to begin moving northward, and the summer solstice, ; 
when the sun appears to reverse its direction - cvenU set by | 
Hindu astrologers on 14 January and 14 July, respectively, or 
some three weeks later than the dates used in the West. In this | 
auspicious period, which is called Uttarayana (Sanskrit for i 
‘northward cour.se’), the most auspicious time for bathing is in | 
Magha ~ or, rather, in the part of it that falls between the ^begin- 
ning of Makara Ra.shi, the sign of Capricorn, and the beginning 
of Kumbha Rashi, the sign of Aquarius, In Magha (or, strictly, 
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under Makara Rashi), the most auspicious day for bathing is 
Amavasya, the New Moon Day, which is the last day of the dark 
half of a lunar month, when the sun and the moon, at the time of 
their conjunction, appear to be of the same degree, (Although the 
sun stays for about a month in each house of the zodiac, and the 
moon for two and a quarter days, they appear to be of the same 
degree for only a day.) Every twelfth year - or, very rarely, every 
eleventh or thirteenth year - the appearance of the sun in Capri¬ 
corn coincides with the appearance of Jupiter in Aries. This 
astrological event is the occasion for the Kumbha mek at Pra¬ 
yaga, becau.se bathing then is even more auspicious than during 
any other Magha (or, again, strictly, under any other Makara 
Ra.shi). Every hundred and eight years, however (some Hindu 
astrologers reckon every hundred and forty-four years), there are 
still other astrological phenomena in Makara Rashi during the 
time of the Kumbha mek at Prayaga, such as a lunar eclipse; 
this is the occasion for a Puma (Sanskrit for ‘perfect’ or ‘full’) 
Kumbha, and bathing then is incomparably auispicious. The 
astrologers and pandits in all parts of the country were unanimous 
in ranking the 1954 ^ Kumbha. 

Because of technological progress since the nincteenth-centur7 
Puma Kumbha, Prayaga had become a junction of several main 
railway lines and also of .several main roads, including the Grand 
Trunk Road, and, partly for this reason, more pilgrims than ever 
before were expected to attend the twentieth-century Puma 
Kumbha. Yet at any one time no more than sixty thousand pil¬ 
grims could bathe in the sangam. The sangam is a few miles 
down the Ganga from Prayaga, which lies between the two 
rivers, All pilgrims had to enter the sangam from a small wedge 
of land - only a hundred and sixty feet across at its narrowc.t 
point - lying between the two rivers and beside a great Mogul 
fort. Emperor Akbar had built the fort in the sixteenth century, 
on the right, or west, bank of the Ganga, in view of the sangam, 
and had called the fort Ilahabas (Urdu for ‘abode of God’) - a 
name that his grandson, the Emperor Shah Jehan, altered to 
Allahabad, which in Briti.sh times replaced Prayaga as the name 
of the city, A high embankment extending from Akbar’s fort to 
the city was built to protect the foundations of the fort from being 
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eroded away by the changes in the Ganga’s ehaimd - in this ma 

the changes were so fieq«“ >l“‘ ‘’™ '’",‘‘8“ “ P“' 

oracticallv every year - but an additional effect of the bainer 
Lined by ihelbankment was that whenever the Ganga cut ns 
channel close to Atbar's fort the wedge of Ian that constituted 
the mk bathing ana was drastically reduced, (lietween njia .md 
,554, for instance, the bathing area had been reduced tan (t*e 
hundred and twcntyKine acres to a mere seventy-live actei..) A 
the »cl.s, this bathing area was often further reduad by a sor 
of shantytown that matmlized around the «gt» and Akba s 
fort. The tnaheshift dwellings wen: inhabited by Hrahmatis, who 
were connected with the bathing rites; by rfitts. who came to 
bathe; and by barbers, whose pmsence was explained by the 

belief thatany Hindu who had his head .shaved abovetheja^ 

ms promised as many years in Heaven as the number of us hairs 
that fell into the water. In 1954, the authoritie.s were able to up¬ 
root some of these campers and resettle them m Ihiisi, a wlla® 
that lies on the east bank of the Ganga, across from the wedge of 
land, thereby enlarging the entire tnda area to about fifteen him- 
dred acres, but other campers proved too well entrenched by 
custom to be moved. Moreover, the layout of the local roads from 
Allahabad was such that most pilgrims going to and from the 
bathing area had to use one or the other of two ramps descending 
the side of the embankment near the fort; the layout of the 
bridges across the Ganga from Jhusi was such that most campm 
going to and from the bathing area had to pass the foot of the 
ramps; and all three of the approaches to the bathing area - the 
Mahabirji Temple Road, the Sangara Road, and the Gangapati 
Road - were narrow, sandwiched between the embankment and 
the Ganga. 

The chances of dangerous congestion on the ramps, on the 
bridges, and on the three crucial approaches were increased be¬ 
cause a number of a\haras, or sectarian organizations, of saMus 
who regularly attended the Kumbha meJas paraded on important 
mek days to the san^m, where members of each a\hiim bathed 
cn masse. Altogether there were eight such a}{hmis - the Maha- 
nirvani Akhara, the Niranjani-«<w-Iuna Akharas, the Nirvani 
Akhara, the Digambar Akhara, the Nirmohi Akhara, the Chhota 


Panchayati Akhara, the Bara Panchayati Akhara, and the 
Nirmala-fttm-Vrindavani Akharas. The sailhus in each of these 
a\hms had certain bonds, like the worship of Shiva, the trade of 
banking, or the practice of mendicancy or of nudism, Each 
a{fiani was fierce and militant about its practices, and each was 
extremely jealous of its own a\hm) considering its procession a 
demonstration of its status, each wanted its own to be grander 
than the next. The militancy of these sciihus dated from the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, when sadkus had first organized 
them,selves into paramilitary u{hmis to resist Mogul interference 
with Hindu bathing rites. Upon the advent of the British, who, 
as a matter of (lolicy, did not interfere with the religious prac¬ 
tices of their subjects, the a\kms, while losing their original 
raison d’etre, had kept up their military traditions, Although, 
according to Hindu sacred writings, a sadhu ought to exemplify 
ninm, visadu, and ^tmmaya (Sanskrit for ‘freedom from emo¬ 
tional attachments’, ‘freedom from ignorance’, and ’goodness’), 
the sudims of these ii\hms valued physical prowess as much as 
spiritual attainment, Although other groups of sadhus went 
naked as a symbolic gesture of renunciation, these akharas, in 
recent times, had vaingloriously hired men to march naked in 
their processions. Although other sudhus at the neks went from 
their camps to the wwgtfw/ individually or in loosely organized 
grou[)s, singing hymns and reciting mantras (Sanskrit for 
‘prayers’), these a}{lims still marched to the sany;am in military 
formation, as if they were going to an aboriginal war, many of 
the sudims (or their hired entourage) in each procession march¬ 
ing naked, and waving flags or beating fire tongs or brandisliing 
swords, lances, or tridents; the processions being accompanied by 
drums, gongs, bugles, and conebs; and some sadhus proceeding 
on elephants with elaborately painted howdahs, on decorated 
camels or horses, in gold or silver palanquins, or, lately, in jeeps 
or cars. The akharas were so much a part of a Kumbha tnda that 
their processions and their bathing had become its greatest public 
event. 

In 1954, because of bureaucratic confusion, some of the 
preciou.s space around Akbar’s fort was given over to a san^am 
railway station for special shuttle trains from Allahabad; shop- 
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keepers, Wte, pilgrims, a"tl«l« '*88“ ”*f 

allo wed »set np their camps arottiid the railway sration, not only 
above and below the tamps bnt along the three approaches to the 
smim - areas that should have been left free f»t ; f 
of the crowds. Moreover, for all those entering Allahabad and 
its outlying areas, arrangements had originally been made for 
compulsory inoculation against cholera (in spue of the special 
p,o«rties of Gangs water, outbroks of cholera were common at 
taking mM but, as a remit of protests against the delay and 
hacasamenl that the inoculations entailed, the authorities had, 
about a week before Amavasya, abandoned this health rcquirt 
ment and, with it, most of their control over the movement of the 

crowds to the m^cim, , , , i :ai„i,TV.k 

On Amavasya, a million pilgrims bathed ^between midnight 

and sunrise. After sunrise, when the processions of the akham 
were due to start from their camps in Jhusi, the crowds were 
without precedent. The authorities had so staggered the order of 
the processions that the Mahanirvanis, who were m form the 
first procession, were to leave their camp at six o clock m the 
morning, and the Nirmala<«m-Vrindavanis, who “ orm 
the last, were to return to their camp by four-thirty in the after¬ 
noon. The official timetable called for the Mahanirvanis to travel 
from their camp to the mgm - across the Ganga and over the 
Sangam Road - by seven; bathe; start on the return pumey by 
the Mahabirji Temple Road, at seven-forty-five, ^ssing the first 
ramp, designated for ingress, at eight-five and reaching the 
Ganga’s Bridge No. 3 (one of half a dozen newly constructed 
bridges over the Ganga) at eight-twelve; cross the bridge; and 
continue to their camp, reaching it at eight-thirty. The 
c»m-Iunas, whose procession was second, were to follow the 
identical route exactly an hour later. The Mahanirvanis left on 
schedule, and their magnificent procession was viewed by dense 
crowds all along the way to the saniam. Some pilgrims jc«tled 
forward to see the masha, some to receive their dmhm (Sans¬ 
krit for “holy audience’}, some to touch the feet of the MAw, 
some to pick up dust from the ground that the sadhm had tr 
den on, and some to get a glimpse of the or naked sadhm, 
for it was popularly believed that women who were barren would 


be made fertile by seeing a nitga. In spite of the crowds, the 
Mahanirvanis were able to keep to the timetable until their 
arrival at the Ingress ramp on their return journey. Then their 
procession stopped. All night pilgrims, as many as a hundred 
abreast, had been arriving at the mek area on foot from Allah¬ 
abad; all night other pilgrims, many of them carrying loads and 
bundles on their head,s, had been pouring out of the sangam 
railway station; and all night both crowds of pilgrims had been 
moving .steadily down the ingress ramp. Many of the pilgrims 
were in a state of exhaustion from the journey, but there was no 
way to rest, or even to turn back, for a pilgrim, once caught in the 
mela crowd, could only move forward in the direction of the 
sangam. By the time the Mahanirvanis reached the ingres.s ramp, 
the crowd was surging, pushing, stumbling towards the sangam, 
and the pressure from behind was relentless. 

The only reliable account of what happened next - or, indeed, 
of the entire 1954 ‘ is contained in a volume bearing the 

official title Report of the Committee Appointed by the Uttar 
Pradesh Government to Rncjuire into the Mishap which Occur^ 
red in the Kumbha Mek at Prayaga on the ^rd February, 

From the report, it seems that about a dozen cars and a couple of 
elephants at the head of the Mahanirvani procession remained 
stationary immediately across the foot of the ramp for at least an 
hour, partly because several of the cars, which were forced to 
advance almost at a crawl, got overheated and stalled. Such police 
as had been assigned to control the crowd became lost in it. Yet 
more and more pilgrims were joining the crowd from the sangam 
railway station, where trains were still arriving, adding to the 
pressure on the crowd now trapped on the ramp. The congestion, 
already suffocating, worsened when the Niranjank«m-Junas, in 
accordance with their timetable, arrived in the area on their way 
to the sangam. k couple of pilgrims tried to escape from the crush 
by slipping through a gap between the two lead elephants in the 
Mahanirvani procession. Other pilgrims followed, ^veral nagas, 
incensed by the violation of their procession line, stabbed at the 
pilgrims with their tridents in order to force them back. At this, 
the crowd, becoming panic-stricken, surged in the one direction 
It could take - to one side of the ramp, towards a big ditch partly 
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filled with water, near which about a hundred beggars squatted, 
and near which, also, a group of saiVm who were not part of any 
Mm had set up their camp - only to be attacked with long iron 
fire tongs by these sadhus. It had rained during the night, and 
the ground was swampy. Pilgrims were stmek c own by other 
pilgrims, who carried sticks and staffs. Pilgrims fell over bundles 
.that had been dropped, over one another, and over the beggars 
on the ground. All were caught in the stampede, 1 he Mahanir- 
vani procession, lurching forward, somehow rammed ii's way 
through the crowd and across Bridge No. 3 to Ibusi. Pifiy or 
sixty nam at the end of the procession were left behind, how¬ 
ever, and they set about clearing a path for themselves with their 
weapons. Some pilgrims tried to reach safety in Ihust by clamber¬ 
ing onto the bridges, but the bridges were small and unstable; 

■ one pontoon bridge collapsed under the weight of the people who 
rushed onto it, and plunged them all into the Ganga, which was 
crowded with boats, many of which now capsized. Everywhere, 
people died. They were trampled to death, swept into the ditch, 

or drowned in the river. _ 

The authorities were helpless. Dr Rajendra I rasad and Nehru 
(the President and Prime Minister of India) and K. M. Munshj 
and Govind Vallabh Pant (the Governor and Chief Minister of 
Uttar Pradesh) were at the mda with their families or with 
official parties, but they could do nothing except look on, from 
their boats or launches, from the banks of the rivers, or from the 
terraces of Akbar’s fort. When the authorities were finally able to 
assert control, they stopped the special trains bound for the me/a, 
cordoned off the bathing area for the remainder of Ac day, and 
made what use they could of the police. The casualties neverthe¬ 
less continued to grow. Official estimates put the number of dead 
- who included pilgrims so disfigured that they could not be 
identified - at five hundred, and the number of injured at mice 
that. Unofficial estimates put the numbers of dead and injured 
much higher - in the thousands. The dead were cremated on the 
banks of the rivers and their ashes immersed in the sacred waters, 
as is the Hindu practice. 
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The Loins of the 'Earth Are Betwixt the Ganga and the Yamuna 

Today, I am in Allahabad, which, like the other Indian cities, is 
a jumble of British, Muslim, and Hindu influences. The British 
Allahabad, which now exists only for the benefit of a few edu¬ 
cated Indians, takes in the military and civil cantonments, the 
racecourse, the clubs, and the university. The Muslim Ilahabas is 
well represented by Akbar’s great fort, which lies three miles to 
the east of the city, but the wedge of land has by now been so 
eroded that the water flows very close to the embankment, leav¬ 
ing a correspondingly larger sand-bank at Jhusi, across the 
Ganga. The ancient Hindu Prayaga can be observed in the 
parched, dusty, but joyful faces of tens of thousands of pilgrims 
coming to the city on the Grand Trunk Road - some in buses, 
tongas, ekkas, and bullock carts, some on bicycles, horses, and 
even elephants, but most on foot, patiently timdging, with loads 
on their heads, as if they had been walking for years. 

The country is in mourning for tbe death of Prime Minister 
Shastri, at Tashkent, but the mela goes on, and at one point on 
the day before Amavasya I find myself resting in a tent - pitched 
near the sangam - which I have reserved in advance, and com¬ 
posing a letter to Roy and Miss Devi, who print in Kumbha a 
letter to a friend relating some of their experiences at the Puma 
Kumbha Wtf/« of 1954! 

I have heard from you such a lot about the sadhus you have met, 
[their letter says] that I may as well return the compliment by tell¬ 
ing you about a few we have had the good fortune to contact here - 
at the Kumbha wf/«. 

What we have seen at this great congregation of sadhus and pil¬ 
grims has moved us to our depths, We were given, as it were, a 
glimpse into tbe heart of Reality, the Great Reality that is India - 
where dreams come true and the dynasty of the holy still abides! 
We may well be proud, But to begin,., 

And my letter, never sent, begins, 'Once, in your book, you 
resorted to a letter, as though that perfunctory but intimate form 
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wefe the best you had at your cli.sposal 

Sion of the mek I have just spent some time at Ih^ ^ii h i 

one vast stretch of saffron tents interrupted hy straw huts, by 

sheds roofed with sheets of corrugated iron, by 

and by bamboo poles flying the flags or signs of every imaginab 

sect of sadhus, And though I am not clear yet about what hose 

dreams are that come true here, at times did feel as though 

were sleepwalking through some celestial bazaar. Or was u a 

medieval kttlefield with hordes of Saracens in disarray? No, 

perhaps it was an ancient camp of Hannibal. 

L covered with dust. In front of the tents, which seemed to 
extend nearly to the horizon, camp fires burned. By the camp 
fires, beneath the open sky, were huddles of squatting sadhus 
and milling or motionless crowds of pilgrims. Now and again, I 
passed an elephant, festooned with flower garlands and em- 
broidered rugs. All along the way, beggars held out their bowls 
into which pilgrims dropped coins or gram, There were naked 
sadhus and sadhus opulently robed. There were sadhus wearing 
dhoiis and marigolds, with horkonta stripes of ash on the,r 
foreheads. There were sadhus with ash-smeared naked bodies, 
offering gAi, WFy- and smmum to a .sacrificial fire that 
crackled in a brazier, and chanting Hare Ram. Hare Krtshm 
Hare Om.’ Elsewhere, sadhus were shaking bells or dapping 
tongs or cymbals, or were singing or haranguing crowd.s over 
loud-speakers, or were leaping up and down, or were hanging by 
their feet from trees. Here was a sadhu reclining on a bed ot 
thorns; there was a sadhu waist-deep in mud; near by, a sadhu 
stood on one foot, and opposite him another balanced himwlt on 
one arm; farther along were sadhus fixed in still other yogic con¬ 
tortions. Beyond, a man wearing a skimpy loincloth was in the 
middle of a ritualistic dance to the music of a harmonium. Then, 
there was a group of seated men, each with a finger pressed to his 
lips, Opposite them ,sat other men, each with his forefingers in his 
ears. The names of the sects of sadhus were as endless as the ways 
they conceived of God i for the Vcdantists, it was as the One; for 
the Vaishnavas, as all things; for the Shankarites, as the self; for 
the Tantriks, as the doctrines in their sacred books; for the 
Shaktas, as Kali; for the Shaivas and Avadhutas, as Mother 
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Ganga - .all, of cour,se, overlapping even as they asserted their 
contradictions.’ 

I Since at the mela anyone can go anywhere and talk to anyone, 
I visit a number of the sadhus' camps at Jhusi. On a gaddi (Hindi 
for ‘cushion’) of straw in one tent, pitched a little apart from the 
others, a man sits .silent and withdrawn, like a guru. Near him 
sits a fast-talking man who is answering questions addressed to 
I the silent man by an Indian film-maker. 

] ‘Looking at your face, I get the impression you have achieved 
I great peace,’ the film-maker is saying, in Urdu. 'In your eyes there 
? is this wonderful glow of happiness. How do you achieve this 

j peace?’ He adds, ‘This question may seem very foolish to you, 

^ but I would like to know If you encounter any difficulty in keep- 
I ing your vow of celibacy.’ 

i ‘How do I know you’re not a spy?’the fast-talking man asks. 

‘Spy for what?’the film-maker cries. 

j, The man on the gaddi seems about to say .something, but the 
; fast-talking man speaks up again. ‘You could be a spy for 
I another or a .spy for the government,’he says, 
i The film-maker courteously identifies himself as Habib Tanvir 
I and explains that he is .shooting a documentary on the Kumbha 
I me/it,whichhchoptoseIltotheB.B,C. 

i The fasMalking man listens warily, and then says, ‘The 
s question you ask abut peace would take months to answer, b- 

cause the answer is very difficult, and I would have to go through 
■ many highways and byways. As for the other matter, if you have 

j had that experience, it’s much more difficult. It’s not at all diffi- 

i cult for u.s, bcause we have never had that experience.’ 

One large colony of tents is marked by a sign that reads, 
i ‘Spiritual Regeneration Movement Foundation of India’. This is 

j the headquarters of Maharisht Mahesh Yogi. I know of him, or 

I know the few available facts about him (all uncorrobrated): 
j that he was brn around 1910; this his father was a revenue 

i inspector; that he attended Allahabad University; that he worked 

in a factory for a time; that for some years he studied in the 
Himalayas with the jagadguru Shankaracharya of Badri ka 
Ashram; and that, unlike most Indian sages, who u.sc one re¬ 
ligious title, he prefers to use two - Maharishi, which is Sanskrit 



THE SACRED RIVER OF THE HINDUS I 09 


108 FORTRAIT OF INDIA 

for ‘great seer’, and Yogi, which Is from the Sanskrit yoga, 
meaning ‘effort’. Inside the first tent, which is packed with such 
items as tomato sauce, cornflakes, soap, toothpaste, and chewing 
gum - all imports, to judge from the labels - a man in a brown 
lounge suit and with a vermilion mark on his forehead conies up 
to me. He tells me his name and continues, in English, ‘I am 
America-returned. ] am M.A. and Ph.D. in public administration 
from the States. Guruji has fifty-four cheks from distant foreign 
lands here at Kumbha. I myself am going to be initiated on this 
Araavasya, when Guruji will recite some mantras to me by the 
side of Mother Ganga, and I will recite them back.J met the 
Guruji only a month ago. After I set my eyes on Guruji, I leftmy 
five children to follow him.’ 

He takes me to an open area among the tents, where many 
Westerners, some in Indian dress, are standing around a serving 
table finishing a meal of macaroni and custard. I accept a small 
dish of custard from a girl in Western dress. She has very long 
eyelashes and the slightly bored expression of a fashion model. 

‘Where are you from f ’ I ask her. 

‘From Canada,’ the girl replies. ‘Guruji is a fact, and, like a 
fact, he manifested himself to me in Canada. 

When I ask her to tell me something about the Spiritual Re¬ 
generation Movement, she says tersely,.‘You must address any 
questions you have to Guruji himself. 

An Englishwoman joins us, ‘Guruji has been around the world 
six times, and now we have a half-dozen Spiritual Regeneration 
Movement centres in Britain,’ she says. 'They teach Guruji’s 
simple technique of meditation,’ 

The members of the group start moving into a tent. They 
arrange themselves as best they can on the floor in front of 
Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, a merry-looking little man with smooth 
skin, blunt features, and long, well-oiled hair. He is dressed in a 
flowing cream-coloured silk robe. Three tape recorders stand near 
him on the floor, as sacred books might surround another ^uru. 

Maharishi Mahesh Yogi urges the audience to ask questions, 
and I ask a general question about the nature of his movement. 

He asks me to identify myself, and when I do, he sap,. In 
English, in a soft, rich, bemused voice, ‘All I teach is a simple 


j method of meditation, We are all conscious on a mundane level, 

I but beneath that consciousness, in each one of us, there is an 

j ocean vaster than any in the world. It’s there that most new 

j thoughts originate. The bridge between the mundane level of 

: consciousness and the ocean is meditation - not reading, because 

i if you read you can have only second-hand thoughts, Meditation 

j expands the consciousness and leads to the greatest production of 

I goods and services, The ultimate test of my method of meditation 

I is therefore its utility - the measure of the usefulness of people to 

i society. Through my method of meditation, the poor can become 

i as rich as the rich, and the rich can become richer. I taught my 

j simple method of meditation to a German cement manufacturer. 

1 He taught the method to all his employees and thereby quad- 

j rupled the production of cement. As I said when addressing a 

j meeting in the Albert Hall, in London, my technique does not 

I involve withdrawal from normal material life. It enhances the 

I material values of life by the inner spiritual light. My method is, 

I ^ in my London example, “like the inner juice of the orange, which 

I can be enjoyed without destroying the outer beauty of the fruit. 

[ This is done simply by pricking the orange with a pin again and 

I again, and extracting the juice little by little, so that the inner 

I juice is drawn out on the surface, and both are enjoyed simul- 

\ taneously.’’ ’ 

j During the rest of the session, which goes on for a few hours, 

■ with the tape recorders running, Maharishi Mahesh Yogi ex¬ 
pounds on his simple method of meditation. He has a way of 
j dismissing everything. Not only does he rule out at the start all 

I questions concerning morality, theology, and philosophy - Imply- 

■ [ ing at one point that men are free to do anything in their per- 

j. sonal lives, to themselves or to others, as long as, by the technique 

'} of meditation, they experience the bliss that is within themselves 

I - but he seems to remove himself from the whole process of intel- 

I lectual discourse by giggling at every question put to him and 

■j . ■ then at his own answer to the question, so one feels that no matter 
how long one talked to him one would come away with, at 
worst, chagrin at having been ridiculed and, at best, vague 
excitement at having been tantalized. He does not satisfactorily 
answer any question, (If by a few minutes of meditation a day 
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the poor can become rich, why do they continue to be poor? 
Maharishi Mahesh Yogi’s answer is_that they are too indolent to 

master his simple method of meditation.) 

The literature of the movement is equally unsatisfactory. One 
of its newsletters carries an excerpt from a B.B.C. television 
interview that Robert Kee, the B.B.C.’s star interviewer, had 
with Maharishi Mahesh Yogi: 

Kee: Maharishi Mahesh Yogi brings with him an allegedly veiy 
simple technique of meditation which enables man to do away with 
all his inner conflicts and tensions both individually and “society as 
a whole, This technique of meditation. It appears from Maharishi s 
published sayings, doesn’t involve any sort of abandonment of 
worldly desires or any monkish withdrawal from life at all. Nor are 
any physical exercises involved in it or any sort of self-deprivauon 

Now in America, this teaching of Maharishi has been hailed as a 
non-medicinal tranquillizer, and an improvement on sleeping pills. 
It’s been noted there that people who practise it look younger, and 
even get on better with their relatives. But Maharishi contends that, 
these are but ordinary side effects or by-products of his^teaching, and 
that the important thing about his teaching is that it enables the 
ordinary man to get in touch with that Kingdom of God which 

Christianity teaches is within everyone. 

Now. first, Maharishi, could you tell me )ust how you arrived at 

this technique... Can anyone learn it? , 

Maharishi: Everyone can do it, because it doesnt need doing, 
it only needs allowing the mind to fathom more joyfu regions of 
one’s own inner personality... The nervous system should be intact, 
a disabled nervous system won’t do, the inner Being of man is bliss- 
ful, the mind coming into that blissful Being which is the Kingdom 
of Heaven within... So that process of going within is very simple 
and anyone can do it. 

By one of the tents, a number oi fiagas, all quite rotund, sit 
around a smoky fire. Most of them have mischievous expressions, 
though their eyes appear glazed. 'Join ini Join in! jbey call out- 
to me, in Hindi, as I approach. Every one of them is ebulliently 
puffing a hookah or a cheroot, and the atmosphere is a little 
dizzying. ‘Come and sit awhile,* one of them says. He wears a 
bracelet made of hippopotamus hide, as a talisman against illness, 


and by nodding frequently he jangles three silver chains around 
his neck, from one of which hangs a flaming-red stone. He is 
called Bhola Nath, he tells me. 

‘How did you travel to the Kumbha?’ I ask these men, sitting 
down among them. Their nakedness, I know, must have pre¬ 
vented them from using public transport. 

Some of them nudge each other with familial camaraderie, 
Bhola Nath breaks into a grin, and asks, ‘How did yoa come to 
the Kumbha?’ 

‘By train,’ I say. The reply ai'ouses general mirth. 

‘We came on the power of ganja, bhang, and cham,'' Bhola 
Nath says, referring to three narcotics made from the hemp 
plant and commonly eaten or smoked. ‘Would you like a dream 
smoke?’ 

I decline, with thanks. 

‘Then we came on the backs of elephants and horses,’ Bhola 
Nath continues. 

‘Where do you make your home?’I ask. 

‘On the backs of elephants and horses,’ Bhola Nath says. He 
adds, becoming a little more serious, ‘The villagers along the way 
always give all the sadhus lodging and food.. They know we are 
coming when they hear our conchs and gongs.’ 

‘You spend all your time travelling?’I ask. 

‘We sleep on the backs of elephants and horses,’ Bhola Nath 
says. ‘We must travel all the time, because we go to every 
Kumbha - Hardwar Kumbha, Nasik Kumbha, Ujjain Kumbha, 
and Prayaga Kumbha.’ 

‘But the iue/a comes only once in three years,’ I say. ‘The 
distances' between these places could be covered in a few 
weeks.’.:;, 

‘But.ii/e take three years to get from one Kumbha to another,’ 
Bhola Nath says emphatically, ‘We travel very slowly, You know 
how elephants travel? We travel like them.’ All the nagas around 
the fire laugh. 

‘Why do you go naked? What is the theory behind it?’ I ask 
the assembly. 

‘Asa baby, you have no shame,* Bhola Nath says affably. ‘You 
snuggle in your mother’s lap. That is the age when you are most 







112 PORTRAIT OF INDIA 

loving and affectionate. You love your mother and father with- 
out self-consciousness, and you instinctively know the oneness of 
life. You grow up, you start giving yourself airs, and you reject 
your mother, who brought you into the world. You start wearing 
pantaloons and shoes, and you think there is something sinful 
about sitting in your mother’s lap. You are no longer mnoceut. 
You have shame, because you’ve become guilty. You can t love 
your mother any longer. Now, take you. You’ve become a bahu. 
No doubt you wear fancy suits, you have a lot of education, but 
you are full of shame and guilt. We are not full of shame_and 
guilt, because we go naked.’ He buttresses his argument with a 
bit of verse: 

•You move from fifth standard to sixth standard, 

You go from more awareness to less awareness. 

You move from sixth standard to seventh standard, 

You go from less ignorance to more ignorance.’ 

I am now in a tent filled with serene-looking women. They are 
sitting at the feet of another woman, who looks to be in her 
seventies. She is bundled up in a coarsely woven blanket, which 
is faded, dirty, and patched. Her face is fine and bright, with the 
sweet expression that elderly ladies in India seem^ to acquire like 
grey hair. Everyone addresses her as ‘Mataji’ (Hindi tor 
‘mother’). When I am presented to her, she invites me to sit 

down. , , 

‘Ask Mataji something,’ the women in the tent say, almost in 

unison. , 

‘I have been living abroad, and the question I want to ask you 
may sound a little strange.’ I say hesitantly. 'But all the while I ve 
been walking through jhusi, the question that has been going 
throughmyhead—’ 

‘Ask your question,’the chorus cuts in. 

‘Well, I’ve been wondering how one gets Mas ~ how one 
becomes a I say. ‘I would like to know how your sect got 
started.’ 

‘Our sect is called Kali Kumbli Vali, child,’ Mataji says. She 
speaks rustic Punjabi. ‘And Kali Kumbli Vali, as you know, 
means ‘the lady of the black blanket.’ I am the Kali Kumbli Vali. 
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I was born into a very good family in Kawalpindi. Some of my 
relatives were doctors and lawyers, and one of ray close relatives 
was a judge. I was marrieddnto a very good family, too, and my 
husband also had relatives who were doctors and lawyers, but 
my husband died when I was ten years old, And, child, as you 
should know, in our country marriage can be entered into only 
once, so, a widow of ten without education but with much life 
before me, I had nothing to do, I started sitting with some ladies 
who were my neighbours and who knew about godly matters. So 
I came to know about godly matters, too, and some other widows 
and such ladies started coming and sitting with me. And so I fell 
into the godly way. Now Kali Kumbli Vali is known in the four 
corners as a refuge for widows, and when mothers lose their 
husbands and want to follow the godly path, they ask their way 
to my abode, in Hardwar. Many know about me, and they direct 
the good widows to me.’ 

‘She has sha\ti,’ the chorus says. is Sanskrit for 

‘capability’, but sometimes also means ‘female essence’,) 

A demure young disciple adds, ‘She has slm{ti, so people 
follow her. We don't have sha{ti, and no one follows us. But 
everyone follows and obeys Mataji.’ 

Another disciple, who is toothless and seems to be the oldest 
member of the congregation, says, ‘You see, most people are born 
upside down, and they haven’t any sha\ii. A few people are born 
with their feet first, and they have shaf{ti, and they show the 
way. Most people are so unfortunate that they can’t even find 
someone who was bom feet first to follow, Mataji is one with 
sk\t{, for she was born feet first.’ 

In the village of Arail, which lies on the right bank of the 
Yamuna, and which is being used this year, for the first time, to 
enlarge the mek area to two thousand acres, there is, instead 
of the Jhusi crowds, the eerie, abandoned feeling of a ghost 
town. It is peopled with dust devils, which dance down the 
lanes and across the sand dunes to the temple of Satyababa 
(Hindi for ‘old man of truth’). Near one of the temple walls is 
Satyababa himself, lying on a lion’s skin under a beach um¬ 
brella, as if to leave no room for doubt that even though he is 
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.b«, he is one of >hc Wing pm- in rcsirknec n. Arnil. Ifc is 

rbulk,m,n,onked»ihcw.is..noJheh,san.mpressn.cbc,,,,l. 

He, bestiffi himself to greet mem Hindi- 

,nd ]l peopll m my ehilclten I' he says, in a shoot, as il he wem 

XSaXi^dCipotatinn as a gt,™ in 
Febraaty that ylt, the moon's eclipse of the sun coinailul with 

CMC the wtath of the gotk. P* W" "" 

around kmns (Hindi for 'sacrificial fire) m many ciiics in 
India. One leader of .such prayer meetings was * 

had collected considerable .sums to buy glu m order M his 
hmn in Allahabad. 

Ia,sk him now about his partiailar role. 

‘1 have not yet quite saved the world 1 he shouts, But 1 
lighted the hmm in igdo and kept it going for two years in 
ofder to avert the influences of the con)unclion. A tofl'' 
faithless world doesn't knew it, I've m'erted the d,«er o I 

tcmwatily' P'"?'' “'“"'""I f ’ , 0 

cur® is still upon us. I bad this temple erMcrl with some gl t 
from openhanded landlords, and my disciples art kecpuig ^ 
uninterrupted twenty-four-hour prayer,i. We .shall see what wc 
shall sec.’ 

Ananda, who i,s camped with the saiJuu in Ihusi, is regarded 
as one of the most important Hindu rcligiou-s leader,s m India. 
She has a large following throughout the country, She has been 
taken scriou,sly by Hindu intellectuals brought up in the .sqm- 
cal tradition of the West, among them Nehru, and .some of her 
devotees, sequestered in a score of ashram (Hindi for hermi¬ 
tage’) founded by her congregation, believe that she has bcei 
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,<!cnt to thi.s world to spread divine light, and even that she is an 
InearriiUion of Kali the wife of Shiva and the goddess of dc- 
striietinii {some images snow Kali garlanded with .serpents and 
dancing on the .supine body of Shiva), or else an incarnation of 
Sarasvati, a river goddess for whom both the legendary river in. 
the siini’am anti a high-easte sect of Brahmans are named; in fact 
Sara.svai i, k'cause .she is the goddess of .speech, is, in some myths, 
die mother of the Vedas and also the goddes.s of wisdom, 
science, and music, the inventor of the Devanagari alphabet, 
and the wife of Brahma Hinrself (.some images .show Sarasvati 
riding on a swan nr a peacock and holding a lute and a manu¬ 
script). Ananda, like many other pre.sent-day Hindu religious 
leaders, relies on her exemplary life and on her presence to in¬ 
spire followers, but, unlike many of the others, she is the sub¬ 
ject of a written gospel, which was set down by Jyodsh Cbandra 
Ray, one of her main disciples. Ray first came in contact with 
Anamla in 1924, when he was forty-four years old. When he 
died, thirteen years later, he had ju,st completed a record of his 
feveri.sh, intense relationship with Ananda. This record, which 
was written in Bengali (both Ananda and Ray came from the 
eastern part of Bengal), was publi.shed in Bengali in 1937, in 
Hindi, by Ananda's san^lia (Sanskrit for ‘association’ or ‘con¬ 
gregation’), in 1951, and In English, in a translation by G. Das 
Gupta, in 1992, The book has enjoyed wide acclaim; indeed, 
.some readers in the West as well as in the East place it among 
the contemfiorary religious classics of the world. 

According m Ray’s book, which is titled Mothe)-As Remkd 
to Ms - dcvotee.s address Ananda as ‘Mother’ - Ananda was 
born Nirmala Devi Bhattacharji, a hlgh-caste Brahman, in 1896, 
in a small village in the district of Tlppera. Her parents were 
simple, poor, pious people, natives of the district, As a child, 
Nirni.ila did not receive any formal education, She neither 
opened a book nor learned to write. She was not entrusted to 
any g«r« for spiritual instruction, She was regarded by the other 
people in the village, who thcm.sclves could neither read nor 
write, as mentally retarded, apparently becau.se she was moody 
and di.stracted, talked and gesticulated to plants and trees, and 
was forgetful to the extent of becoming unaware of her sur- 
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rounding. >nd of being unable to recall things that .she had 
been told only a few minutes before, When she was twelve, she 
was given in marriage to Srijut Raman. Mohan Chakravarly, 
who was engaged in some form of social work. For the next few 
years, husband and wife, sometimes together, sometiincs sepr- 
ately, lived with relatives in various cues in Bengal. While Mrs 
Cbakravarty was still in her teens, she became a vehicle for cer- 
tain supernatural phenomena. 

Many mantras spontaneously came from her lips [Ray reports] 
and many images of Gods and Goddesses flashed out of her b 
Her limbs spontaneously formed into various yogic poses... Ihe 
currents of the outer and inner worlds ceased to affect hix a together. 
She looked like one reposing in the absolute calm of the .Selh. 

Such manifestations recurred - Mrs Chakravarty once lost the 
power of speech for three years - and her husband, afraid that 
L might be possessed, sought the help of exorcists, who found 
their craft useless and, daw/ded by what they saw, retreated in 
awe. In 1923, the Chakravartys were invited to take up residence 
in Dacca - in the Shah-Bagh, the private gardens belonging to 
the Nawab of Dacca. Ray, as it happened, had been living in 
Dacca since 1918. After completing his education in Chittagong, 
where he was born, and working for the government in^ Cal¬ 
cutta, he had come to Dacca as a government servant. In spite 0 
his proximity to Mrs Chakravarty, he did not hear of her until 
she had been there for a year. By then, she was leading a iew 
devotees in \irima and was being called the Mother of Shah- 
Bagh. Ray had been looking for a spiritual mother .since his 

childhood. 

I lost my mother when I was but a small boy_ [Ray recalls]. I have 
heard my relations say that my eyes used to swim in tears whenever 
I heard infants babbling out 'Ma, Ma’; and that I would soothe my 
heart by lying on the floor and weeping silently. 

My father was a saintly person, During my very childhood the 
deep religious spirit of his life implanted in me seeds of divine aspira¬ 
tion, In 1908 1 had my initiation in skl{ti mantra from our family 
gmi. On that account I had to worship the Mother Divine, When I 
could pour out all my devotional fervour with 'Ma, Ma,’ during my 
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prayer time, I found great relief and happiness, Even then I could 
hardly realize that Mother Is the fountainhead of supreme joy and 
happiness for all living beings, There was an overpowering desire 
in me to find such a Living Mother who, by her loving glances, 
could transform my storm-tossed soul, I approached many saintly 
persons and was desperate enough even to consult astrologers for an 
answer to my query; 'Shall I have the good fortune to meet such a 
Mother?’ All held out high hopes, 

With that object in view, I visited many holy places and had the 
opportunity of meeting numerous spiritual personalities; but none 
could satisfy my desire, 

Ray went to Shah-Bagh, met Chakravarty - who by now was 
addrc.ssed as ‘Pitaji’ (Hindi for ‘father’) - and was introduced 
to his wife. ‘It sent a thrill into my heart to see her serene yogic 
posture along with all the modesty and grace of a newly married 
girl,’ Ray writes. ‘My whole being was flooded with joy and 
every fibre of my body danced with ecstasy.’ The two sat near 
each other, both ,shy of speech. Ray longed to touch her feet 
(a Hindu gesture of homage), but something about her stopped 
him, and when she finally spoke, it was to rebuke him for his 
lack of spiritual appetite. He returned home unsatisfied and in 
a sulky mood. He felt slighted; she had not embraced him, like 
a mother. He felt he could not go to her. again, and yet the wish 
to lx; with her would not let him rest. He discovered that from 
the garden wall, at a spot near a temple, he could, hidden from 
the world, feast his eyes on the object of his devotion whenever 
he chose, After seven agonizing months, he arranged to enter¬ 
tain her in his house. Once more, he was filled with intense joy 
by her pre.sence, Once more, he tried to touch her feet. Once 
more, she stopped him - this time by withdrawing her feet out 
of his reach. But now, instead of sulking, he set about reading 
religious books, and even went to the length of writing one 
himself and dispatching it to her. She sent for him, and at their 
third meeting, during which Chakravarty was present, Ray 
felt like a little child reunited with his parents. Afterwards, he 
sent his wife (in Mother As Revealed to Me Ray scarcely men¬ 
tions his wife and son) to the Mother of Shah-Bagh with an 
offering of a diamond nose ring, a silver platter, flowers, sandal- 
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wood p«ste, »nd cutds, »nd <ho att tan tho fc pim. Ray 
aplaint that iht had prevbusly eaten od the bare Hoot, and 
4.1 subsequently, for a period of a eoupk of year, she g.™ up 
eating with her fingers, beeause, though there 
nothL wrong with them, whenever she raised food to her 
mouth'the food would slip through them. Devotee, were given 
the task of feeding her, according to a smet regimen .s^he had 
set up for herself. It consisted of a total of .sia grams of Wrf 
rice - three grains in the course of the da, and th™ grams <n 
the course of the night - and two or three fraits hat had fallen 
tine from the tree. After several months, she relaxed the rep- 
M, changing it to a daily ration of two ounces of boiled rice 
and lentils As it this diet were not strict enough, there were 
dawi when site would not accept any food at all. After two |i», 
she gave up this regimen, and then she won d etther eat a eh. d s 

ration or, alternatively, gorge herself on food enough for a doM 

people; once, she demanded more food after she had finished 
S a helping of rice pudding that had been made with five gab 
lon,s of milk. On or off a regimen, she wa,s like a little girl She 
would lie down on the ground and go into a tantrum at the 
sight of nothing more than a dog eating a portion of food a little 
larger than her own for that day, and she would pass into ecstasy 
when she was presented with an offering of sweetmeats. 

The late Babu Tarak Bandhu Chakravarty fno relation of Anan- 
da’s husband] came walking about five miles with sonic pure sweets 
prepared at his house from his own cow’s milk [Ray recalls]. It was 
not yet dawn when he arrived. Mother was still in bed. Like an im- 
patient child, the old man called outi ‘Ma, Ma, I have brought you 
some sweets prepared with special care; won’t you eat them? Mother 
sat up on her bed and without having washed her face, mouth, or 
hands, she at once began to eat the sweets from the hands ofAc o d 
man. She clapped her hands with joy. Tears of gratitude for Mother s 
childlike love and affection rolled down Tarak Babu s cheeks. 

The style of the gospel is partly epical ('We have .seen Mother 
become as stern as a thunderbolt, although she is by namre as 
soft and tender as a flower’) and partly biblical (She will take 
the brunt of all your respnsibilitics from your shoulders and 
give you .strength to bear the crt>ss’)| in essence, the writing is 
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that of someone describing a succession of supernatural events. 
At one point, Ray relates that his own image unaccountably 
appeared in the background of a photograph of Ananda. Scep¬ 
tics have explained this mystery as a photographer’s trick (super¬ 
imposing a picture of Ananda over one of Ray), but Ray 
preferred to think of it as a supernatural event - a sign of their 
spiritual union. Throughout his book, there are accounts of 
Ananda’s powers of telekinesis, telepathy, and healing, and 
miracles like this one, which calls to mind the episode of the 
loaves and the fishes in the New Testament i 

There was a l[irim party... Food for about fifty to sixty people 
was prepared, but the number of guests swelled to about a hundred 
and twenty, Mother noticed it and till the end of the serving stood in 
a corner of the room where the food was kept. When all had eaten, it 
was found that some food was left over even then, 

All these .supernatural deeds are surrounded by a romantic 
aura. Ray dwells on Ananda’s radiance, which enveloped every¬ 
thing around her; on her ‘gentle smile or loud laughter’, which 
stopped quarrels among her devotees; and on the intense heat 
that emanated from any place where she happened to sit or lie 
down, Ballads and hymns praising her came to him spontane¬ 
ously. Hymns came spontaneously to her, too. (The hymns were 
In the Vedic tradition, celebrating the light of the universe.) 
She sang his hymns in a voice ‘as sharp and piercing as a sword’ 
or ‘as soothing as the evening zephyr’. He collected his paeans 
in a book for her, titling one ballad ‘The Song of a Crazy 
Fellow’. (Shc’ frequently told him, ‘I am only a crazy little 
daughter of yours.’) 

In the middle of the night, as in the middle of the day, Ray 
would be seized with a desire to see her, He would walk alone 
on his balcony, which was bathed in moonlight, and her Image 
would float before his eyes. She would say to him, ‘You called 
me, and I have come,’ Always, she would uplift him with her 
love. 


Whoever has watched Mother's bright face ever radiant with a 
smile [he writes], her childlike simplicity, her playful jokes flowing 
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from a heart brimming over with joy, must ^ 

yond measure ... A divine fragrance always emanate m her 

body, from her every breath, and from her clothes and bedding. 

But he could not stop tormenting himself about his semsesy 
which demanded other kinds of satisfaction. He had read m a 
treatise, ‘The man who hankers after the materia objects o 
sense for the indulgence of the tongue, stomach, and sex cannot 
find Lord Krishna’ (though Krishna was ongunally a voluptuary 
deity of the Hindus, they have come to think of him m connec¬ 
tion with abnegation of the senses), and yet ihis^was precise y 
his condition, almost to the point of madne.ss. Onces Ananda 
accidentally killed a fly, and then bvmgly held her closed 
hand for several hours. When she let it go she asked Ray, wk 
had been with her all the while, if he could aid the poor By. He 
immediately swallowed it. On another occasion, she placed a 
glowing coal on her foot to test whether she could do this wi h- 
L feeling pain. (She learned that she could.) For a month, the 
burn wouH not heal. Finally, Ray licked the burn, and it began 

Thtbook is full of references to his gum\ ‘holy feet’. Though 
he probably touched her no more than three times m his life,and, 
whL he was with her, hardly ever ,sat down, preferring always 
to stand respectfully a little to one side of her, people gossyed 
about them, and this gossip only multiplied^ Ray’s doubts about 
his sensual appetites, but whenever he gave in to his doubts and 
resisted going to her, even for a few days, it seemed to him that 
she mocked him, and that her hold on him became tighter still; 
his attempts to exercise his will left him ‘dumb and inert. 
Ordinarily, he tried to be the first person to see her every day, 
arriving at her house by the light of dawn. Sometimes he would 
find her ‘sitting idly on one side of her bed with all the languor 
of sleep still over her eyelids’. Together they would spend live, 
six, or seven hours taking walks in the fields. ‘Mother, how me 
you today?’ he asked her once, in the course of a ramble. The 
account continues: 

She responded with such an emphasis: ‘I am very, very \vell,’ 
that my whole being from head to foot throbbed and danced with ilic 


vibration of her words, and I halted on the way suddenly, almost 
losing myself. 

Once, on the way to an cishrm, Ananda sat down in a hollow 
in the ground. Ray recalls, 'Her face was beaming with a smile, 
breathing radiant joy.’ He was moved to say, ‘From today we 
shall call Mother by the name of Anandamayi’. She raised no 
objection, and from that moment .she became Anandamayi. 
Ananda, Sanskrit for ‘joy’, is a masculine name; Mayi is a varia¬ 
tion of Mataji. She was soon addressed as ‘Sri Sri Anandamayi 
Ma’, which in English would be ‘Venerable Venerable Joy 
Mother Mummy’. It can be conjectured with a fair degree of 
certainty that the new name was meant to convey that the guru 
united in her person the male and female principles, especially 
since Ray reports that a lingam was later set up in the hollow. 
Perhaps it should be mentioned that among the Hindus it is the 
custom to give a woman an entirely new name upon her raar- 
riage. 

The number of Ananda’s devotees in the locality grew day by 
day, and so did the popularity of certain rciigious practices 
whose purpose was to channel the egoistical impulses into con- 
temjilation of God - to lose the self in ‘the Eternal Thou’. Be¬ 
cause the most elemental impulse of man was expressed in the 
sound ‘Ma’ (‘The first cry of a child as he emerges from the 
womb of his mother is "Om-Ma" which is the same as "Om”,’ 
Ray writes; he probably means to suggest that the elemental 
sound ‘Ma’ was as sacred as 'Om'), devotees incessantly mur¬ 
mured ‘Ma’ to themselves, hoping to make the sound as regular 
and as constant as their breathing, For them, ‘Ma’ summed up 
the relationship between child and mother, man, and God - all 
sacred books being ultimately a gloss on ‘Ma’, and all names 
and forms being reducible to ‘Ma’. Their particular Ma was at 
once more human and more godlike than anyone else they 
knew. If she laughed while she was playing with children, .she 
would continue to laugh long after the games were over; if she 
cried at parting with her devotees, she would continue to cry 
long after they had ceased to cry; and if, as the rites of her cult 
dictated, a goat was sacrificed, she would take upon herself the 
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blood of the goat by going through the motions of sacnficc with 
herself as the goat, even to the point of tapping the knife on her 
neck, m^n the goat was eventually killed, it was invariably 
found to be bloodless.) She would allow herself to be fondled 
like a bride, letting her devotees take turns brushing her teeth, 
washing her face, bathing her, changing her saris, combing her 
hair, and adorning her. She would give in to their whims, as 
when she permitted them to clothe her as a boy Krishna for 
photographs. In fact, she was greedy for every token of their 
tenderness, and sometimes seemed to them to be an animated i 
doll, but, they felt, this simply happened to be the way God had | 

chosen to manifest Himself in a world of illusion. Had she not ; 

revealed to them that she was God incarnate when, during a 
Kali puja, instead of anointing the image of the goddess with 
sandalwood paste, as was the custom, she anointed herself and 
permitted herself to be worshipped? Combining in her person 
all the attributes of the universal mother, she had the capacity 
for winning, with one darshm^ devotees for life, for conifort- 
ing them with overpowering love, and for making them tingle 

with religious fervour. t j -i /■ 

The most important religious observance was the daily 
tana, which might go on well into the evening. These \irtam 
(they sometimes included goats and dogs, which pressed against j 

Ananda or nestled in her lap) were built around the repetition : 

of the central sound symbol of the cult. To the accompaniment j 

of a harmonium and bells, the devotees would raise their voices [ 

in resounding hymns of their faith: 

In joy and sorrow, in happiness and misery 
Call out Ma, Ma, Ma, Ma, Ma, 

Ma, Ma, Ma, Ma, Ma, Ma, Ma, Ma, 

Ma, Ma, Ma, Ma. 

Or: ' ]. 

Ma, Ma, M.a, Ma, Ma, Ma, Ma, 

CallMa,Ma,Ma,Ma, 

.Say Ma, Ma, Ma, Ma, 

Sing Ma, Ma, Ma, Ma, 

Wnriibip Ma, Ma, Ma, M.i, 


Repeat Ma, Ma, Ma, Ma, 

Call, say, sing, worship, pray 
Ma, Ma, Ma. 

As the devotees serenaded Ananda, her eyes would at times 
become fixed in a vacant stare, her limbs would relax, and her 
body would seem to melt down to the floor, or shrink away, 
leaving only her sari visible, At other times, she would dance 
lightly, for hours, to the rhythm of the music - her clothes trail¬ 
ing about her - and then collapse on the ground. She might re¬ 
main prostrate with her body still writhing and undulating in the 
motion of the dance. She would breathe and twist in time to the 
hymns, sending ‘wavelike thrills’ through the worshippers, who,_ 
transported though they were, might leave off singing in order 
to revive her. These ‘abnormal symptoms’, as Ray calls them, are 
described at great length. The following passage is typical: 

Her breath became deep and prolonged; her whole body would 
twist right or left with an expression of languor and fatigue, She 
would then lie down on the floor or roll up like a bundle.., When 
any question was put to her, she would respond with one or two 
words in a very faint, soft voice.,. She would feel a fine threadlike 
upward current of life flowing from the lower end of the spinal 
cord right up to the topmost centre in the brain, and along with it 
a thrill of joy would rim through every fibre of her body and even 
through the pores of her hair. She would feel at that time that every 
particle of her physical frame danced, as it were, with infinite ripples 
of bliss. Whatever she touched or saw appeared to her to be a vital 
part of herself... At that time, if her backbone was massaged or 
the joints of her body were rubbed for a long time, she would remain 
quiet for a while and recover her normal condition. It was at this 
stage that she was found to be brimming over with heavenly joy. 

Once, Ray, who was Ananda’s ‘favourite child’, and whom 
the other devotees called Bhaiji, or ‘elder brother’, remarked to 
her that perhaps he would be a celibate and live in her ashrm in 
his next life, and she said she wondered why he felt he had to 
wait. Though he did not give her the reason, it was, he notes, 
hi.s wife. But some lime later Ananda took a gold chain from 
her neck and fastened it around his, and pronounced him re¬ 
born, and with that it wa,s all but settled that he would abandon 
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his wife and son to follow her. Soon afterwards, she left Dacca 
to travel around the country, and he accompanied her. _ 

In im according to a preface to Ray's book which was 
written after his death, Ray went with Ananda on a pilgrimage 
to Mount Kailas, held sacred because of its association with 
Shiva. In spite of the bitter-cold Himalayan weather and the 
fact that towards the end of his stay in Dacca tuberculosis had 
kept him in bed for two years, when he arrived at Lake Manasa 
- held sacred because of its association with Brahma - he ha-w 
off his clothes and, in an act of total renunciation, plunged into 
the icy water, resolving as he did so to pass the rest of his days 
wandering naked in the Himalayas. However, Ananda, who 
reached the lake shortly after he did, persuaded him to return to 
the plains with her, and she pronounced him a gm by reciting 
some mnm over his head. By that time, though, he had taken 
a chill, and, back in the plains, he developed a fever. Some d.ays 

later, he died, chanting,'Ma'0w, M^ Ma’- 

Arthur Koestler, in his book Tk Lotus ml the Robot, 
chooses Ananda as one of the 'contemporary “saints , and 
although he dismisses Ray as 'a kind of saintly, tragic clown to 
Ananda’, he takes Ray’s book seriously as an objective record of 
Ananda’s mystical life, writing, 'Though none of it can be re¬ 
garded as evidence, I must confess that I found Bhaiji s narra¬ 
tive in most parts convincing, partly becau.se the whole story 
reflects a very humble, saintly, and simple-minded person. 
Koestler argues, ‘There are two ways of looking at Ananda- 
mayi Ma, the psychiatrist’s and the mystic’s, and the two need 
not be mutually exclusive.’ But, not .surprisingly, Koestler s own 

attempt to analyse Ananda and Ray fails. ^ 

In Words of Sri Atmdmayi Ma, a collection of Ananda s 
utterances, it is said, ‘She has the right word, at the right tirne, 
in the right manner, for every seeker^ after Truth, be he a be¬ 
liever in any faith or an agnostic, an intellectual or an artist, a 
scholar or an illiterate, a beginner or highl; advanced on the 
path.’ I am standing near a saffron-coloured tent, Ananda ,s, in 
Jhusi. The air is pungent with the scent of guavas and bananas, 
and from the sanctum come gay sounds of women chattering 
and laughing, the clatter of a dipper against a bucket, and the 
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spla.shing of water, as if someone were bathing. ‘I,s it possible to 
h.ave a discussion with Anandamayi Ma?’ I ask a man who 
.seems to be in charge of the tent and also of several men stand¬ 
ing about the camp in the manner of sepoys protecting a maha- 
rani. 

I he man replies, ‘Sri Sri Anandamayi Ma has no time at 
Kumbha to teach.’ He continues, ‘She is getting dressed. She 
will come out in a little while and show herself to the public. 
You may wait for the meeting and have your darshana, too.’ 

I persist, .saying, ‘I would like a chance to talk with her.’ 

Impulsively, he says, ‘You can never tell about Ma, If you 
wish, you can call out “Ma I" and see if she’ll ask you in. Maybe 
you will be let in and maybe not.' 

1 hesitate, for I find the idea of following this strange pro¬ 
cedure distasteful. But then I take a couple of steps forward and 
call out‘Mai’ 

The flap of the saffron tent is raised by a young man, and I 
am let in. Imside, it is cosy and neat. Ananda, looking freshly 
bathed, hitr head half covered with a white veil, sits cro.ss-legged 
on a bed, massaging her toes. She is surrounded by baskets, 
heaped with o[)ulent prasad (Hindi for ‘blessed food’) - guavas, 
bananas, apples, oranges, pomegranates. A yard or so above her 
head hangs a large umbrella. (Umbrellas are used in some parts 
of India as .shields against falling insects and detritus.) She is 
half turned away from me, talking excitedly in Bengali to a 
coujile of pleasant-looking middle-aged women sitting oppo¬ 
site her. I'inally, she turns to me. Her face is flushed, and she 
looks more like a fiery tribal queen than like a saint. 

‘Come here,' she says. 

I go up to lier, and she takes a banana and a guava and thrusts 
them into my hand. 

‘Prasad,' she ,says. 'Prasad,' Then she turns away. 

I realize that the darslum is over, but, with some trepidation, 
I .stay on. 

‘Ma i.s very angry,’ one of the ladies says to me in Hindi. ‘Go 1 
Go!’ 

‘Don’t you know that when you get your prasad, darshana is 
over?’ Ananda says to me, in a mixture of Hindi and Bengali, 
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but kr vofct is more scolding than angry, Then she relents and 
asks me to sit down, indicating a spot quite far .away from her, 

near a water bucket. , 

In answer to a couple of random quc.stinns from rne about 
her ascetic life, she dwells on the virtues of vegelarianism, She 
advocates an abstinence from onions, however, 1 used to eat 
onions, but I found out they heat up the nerves ,ind make the 
heart go faster,’she,says. 

I mention that I have read Ray, and ask her what she thinks 

of the book. T 1 • t c 

‘When he came to me, I thought of him the way I think of 

you now,’.she .says, 

She seems too imperious to be asked to explain herself, 
‘What about Ray’s book?’I ask. 

‘Ju,st the same,’she says. 

Some Hindu theologians, using the phenomenon of Ananda 
as a paradigm, have lately been engaged in abstru.se .speculation 
about whether, in a religious tradition where ^urm are the 
means of spiritual instruction, there could he such a pheno¬ 
menon as a gro'wless guru. I now ask her about this problem. 
Shesay.s, 'You are my 
‘Hardly,’ I say. 

‘Whatever you say,’ she says, undaunted. 

‘What would be your counsel to a sceptic - or, for that matter, 
to a religious person ~ for finding God ? I ask. 

‘You are God,’ she says. ‘You are my God.’ She adds, as an 
afterthought, ‘God is in you. God is like a harmonium. What¬ 
ever you play on it is what you will hear,' 

‘Then what is the point of having any guruV I ask. 

‘No point,’ .she says moodily. 


From the Sindhu 

The variety of religious men and women camped at the meh, 
who seem .sometimes to agree on nothing except the importance 
of bathing in the rivers, reminds one that, in a sense, the Hindu 
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religinn can be defined only in terms of a region and its rivers. 
I he word Hindu’ was first used by Persians who invaded north- 
we,stern India in the sixth century b.o., and they applied It to the 
Sanskrit-speaking people they found living by the Indus River, 
which in Sanskrit is called the Sindhu and which the Persians 
railed the Hindu, These people, who called themselves Aryans 
(Sanskrit for noble), were of the same stock as the Persian in- 
. vaders liut had migrated to India about a thousand years earlier. 
The first Aryan settlements had, in fact, been along the Indus, 
or, rather,^ on the alluvial plain of the Punjab, in northwestern 
India, which was watered by the Indus and its five tributaries- 
the Ihelum, the Chenab, the Ravi, the Sutlej, and the Beas. By 
the sixth century r.o., however, the Aryans had extended their 
.settlements eastwards and southwards from the Punjab - first to 
the valleys of the upper and middle stretches of the Ganga and 
the Yamuna, then to the entire Gangetic plain, which came to 
have the greatest concentration of Aryans and to be called Hin¬ 
du,stan (Persian for ‘ahoric of the Hindus’), and, finally, to the 
area south of the Nerbudda River called the Deccan (from 
'ia}[shhws Sanskrit for ‘south’) - and had become the dominant 
people in the Indian peninsula. The Aryans, in the cour.se of 
their advance, had encountered and overwhelmed the Dra- 
vidian.s and numerous other indigenous peopks, asfiimilating 
the local customs and religious practices into the Aryan civiliza¬ 
tion, and the word ITindu eventually came to describe the entire 
admixture. 

T he religinn of the early Hindus is preserved in several San- 
.skHt compilations of sacred writings, or Vedas, and their ancil¬ 
lary literature - the Brahmanas, the Aranyakas, and the 
Upanishad.s - which were composed over a period of eight or 
nine hundred years from sometime before the first millennium 
B.o. to sometime between the seventh and the fourth centuries 
B.e. From much of this literature, it appears that at the centre of 
at least the later Vcdic religion was the performance of elabor¬ 
ate m.agical pjnas^ or sacrifices; in feet, the Brahmanas .ire, for 
the most parr, a catalogue of sacrificial formulas, nmntrat, and 
prescribed ritual acts, like presenting rice and ghi to fire, which, 
as a medium for .sacrificial offering, was deified. The Vcdic 
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Hindus, who were herdsmen and husbandmen, also venerated 
water from the earliest times, as is dear from the Rig-Veda, the 
oldest collection of Hindu sacred writings. (Archeologica ex¬ 
cavations at Mohenjo-Daro, in Sind, and Harappa, in the Pun- 
iab, suggest that water may have been venerated even before the 
time of the Vedic Hindus.) Originally, the Vedic Hindus may 
have revered water for its physical functions, but in time they 
came to associate with it spiritual functions. Certainly the early 
sacred writings praise the special merits of ycijm performed at 
rivers There is abundant evidence to indicate that the rituals of 
the yajm, which were performed over a period of weeks <ir 
months, included - in addition to mams - (bathing). 
dana (almsgiving), and tapasya (austere meditation). 1 he Vedic 
rishis, or seers, seem to have considered a confluaice of rivc-rs 
especially propitious for their yajnas. In the Vedic period, the 
rise of a sort of sacerdotal caste, the Brahmans, made the yapnas 
more intricate than ever, despite the fact that the Brahmans’ con- 
cept of deity was more elevated. Even when philo.sophical 
mysticism and abstruse speculation about the nature of man and 
the universe entered Vedic literature, they did not diminish the 
power of sacrificial practices in the religion. Because snanas and 
yajnas performed in the most sacred places weie thought to he 
the most efficacious, and perhaps also because the Ganga and, to 
some degree, the Yamuna in time became the main rivers of the 
Aryan settlements, the Ganga came to be regarded as the most 
sacred of the sacred rivers, and the Yamuna as the .second most 
sacred river, and their confluence as the most sacred place of all. 
(Later, it was believed that even the goils had performed their 
sacrifices at this confluence.) A .settlement of rishis and pilgrims 
eventually grew up around the confluence and came to be called 
Prayaga {'pra' is a Sanskrit prefix denoting excellence, and 'yajra' 
is related to ‘yajna’), or Tirtharaj (Sanskrit for ‘king among 
bathing places’). One commentator, cx[)laining the theological 
implications of 'tirtha\ writes, ‘The word "tiriha" means “that 
which enables one to go across". It is applied to the place, the 
thing, or the person - a guru or preceptor - which or who 
enables one to go across. It thus conveys the idea of a place or a 
thing or a person which or who enables human beings to cross 
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pJummgIm - the ocean of existence - and thus to achieve 
mol{sk - salvation.’ 

^ 1 he idea of sacrifices at prescribed times as well as in pro¬ 
pitious places also seems to have developed in the Vedic period, 
prolxibly as a result of the study of astronomy. Later, the idea of 
sacrifice at a prescribed time and place assumed such importance 
that it was extended to include suicide. Indeed, some tiindu 
kings, sadhtis, and sages committed suicide either by immolat¬ 
ing themselves at Prayaga or by drowning themselves in the 
sangam. l'he.%; ultimate sacrifices may have been prompted 
by .several beliefs, One was that the sacred writings counselled 
shedding the body at Prayaga. Numerous passages in post- 
Vedic Sanskrit literature of various periods - in the Maha- 
. bharata, the^ puniim, the Dharmashastra Nibandhas, and 
separate religious treatises on Prayaga - as well as in the Vedas 
theiiiselves, if they are read literally, can be taken to extol 
suicide at Prayaga. At least one famous student of the Vedas 
immolaled^ himself at Prayaga, apparently as a direct result of 
this ver.se from the apocrypha of the Rig-Veda: ‘Where the two 
rivers, clear and turbid, commingle, bathing there, people go up 
to Heaven and those wise ones who shed their bodies there 
attain to immortality.’ Another belief that perhaps influenced the 
suicitlcs was that any death in Prayaga brought immediate mo\' 
sku^ for committing suicide in Prayaga was a good way to in¬ 
sure that one died in Prayaga; Hindus have traditionally gone to 
the sacred rivers not only to immerse the ashes of their dead but 
also to wait for their own deaths. A third belief was that the 
greater the value of a sacrificial offering, the more merit its 
sacrifice bestowed; after all, nothing was more valuable than 
one’s body. Most liindus, however, have been satisfied with 
undertaking pilgrimages to the sacred places, bathing in the 
sacred rivers, and making private or public offerings there. 

Although the idea of smiu and yajna happens to be the basis 
not only of the mda at Prayaga but also of many other melas, 
and altliough most Hindus today believe in going on pilgrim¬ 
ages, in bathing in the sacred rivers, in leading an ascetic life, 
and in learning from a personal gut% and also believe in the 
concepts of reincarnation, universal salvation, and a personal 
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God, whom they call, variously, Bhagavan, Paramesvara^ hh- 
vara, Brahma, and Narayana - still, as in the past, to be a Hindu 
one docs not have to practise any particular set of observances, 
adhere to any particular beliefs, accept any particular meta- 
physic or any particular prophet, or believe in any particular god, 
or, indeed, in any god. Hinduism depends neither on any parti- 
cular historical evcnt, comparable to the birth of Christ or the 
hegira of Mohammed, nor on any revealed truth, comparable to 
the Gospels or the Koran; it has neither a founder nor a sacred 
book, neither an established institution nor, ultimately, .any 
vested authority. In fact, Hinduism has always been a religion of 
such eclectic beliefs and practices that a belief or a pr.actiee that is 
followed by some Hindus may be shunned by others. .Since its 
Vedic origins, the religion has grown to cneom[iass more and 
more philosophical and theological schools (.Sankhy.a, Yog.a, 
Vedanta) and more and more independent sects (Vaishnavas, 

I Shalvas, Sh.aktas), and, in addition, has branched nut into the 

1 separate religions of Buddhism, fainism, .and Sikhism. 'These 

schools, .sects, and religions propound, accept, reject, and rein¬ 
terpret a multiplicity of doctrines {ihama, \ama, avatar, sam- 
ma, trimuni, map) and attach v.arying degrees of 
importance to their own literature or a common body of litera¬ 
ture (the Vedas, the Mahabharata, the Ramayana, the purami, 
the Pitakas, the Granth). All gradations of beliefs, from the 
crudest to the most highly refined, have coexisted in Hinduism 
from the earliest times, making it the most syncretic religion in 
the world - what one of its students has called a tafiestiy of al¬ 
most endless diversity of hues'. Hindus today worship animttls, 
ancestors, sages, spirits, natural forces, divine incarnations, or the 
absolute itself, finding God in snake or lingam, in stone or^wood. 
in water or fire, in planets or stars, in the heart or the mind, in 
Rama or Krishna or Buddha. 

With its tratlitions of periodic,ally repeated incarnations of the 
deity in the most diverse forms [the late Professor Clement Webb, of 
Oxford, once wrote], its ready acceptance of any and_every local 
divinity nr founder of a sect or ascetic devotee as a manifestation of 
God, its tolerance of symbols and legends of all kinds, however re¬ 
pulsive or obscene, liy the side of the most exalted flights of world- 


renouncing mysticism, it cntild perhaps more easily than any other 
faith develop, without loss of continuity with its past, into a uni¬ 
versal religion which would see in every creed a form suited to some 
particular group nr individual, or the universal aspiration after one 
Eternal Reality. 

Because manifcsiariona of Plindui.sm have varied from .age to 
age, from community to community, and from person to per¬ 
son, hecaiise the Hindu sees every man as receiving a form and a 
degree of enlightenment corresponding to his particular cir¬ 
cumstances and capacity, and because there Ls little in the rc- 
qiiiroments of Hinduism to set it off from any other creed, some 
.students of Hinduism have gone as far as to claim that all 
religions and all cults, everywhere in the world, can be regarded 
simply as further manifestations of Hin(lul,sm. 


The Commingling Streams 

It is midnight, and Amavasya has arrived. Through the night, 
the loudspeakens continue to bellow information about pilgrims 
lost and pilgrims found, the din robbing tho.se of us secure in 
our tents of all hope of sleep. All night, it sccm.s, Tve been trying 
to put myself to sleep by counting .sheep, only to have my lambs 
sacrificed to the electrical god who commands, ‘Will Mahesh 
Lai of Patnabagh of Bihar [tlease report to the information 
officer in the information booth of Sector Seven.’ Just as I feel 
that I’m finally dropping off to .sleep, the unearthly loudspeaker 
.seems to float into my tent and clap it,self onto my car, the dis- 
emlmdied voice of the announcer taking the avatar of a Brah¬ 
man government officer whose acquaintance I have made at the 
rnchi ‘It's Amavasya, and you’ve overslept,’ he thunders, 
‘You’ve missed the most colourful processions, 'There’s still 
some au.spicious time left for bathing. I’m going for another dip 
in the sangam, You can come with me. I have requisitioned a 
boat,’ 

To be at Prayaga at Kumbha on Amavasya, in a tent pitched 
almost at the top of the sangam, with a Brahman for an escort, 
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■nd to misi bothiogi I top out o( my cot and follow my t*nd, 

‘This mcla is beautifully organized,' he says. Milhutis are 
expected to bathe today, but the flow of the crowd is very well 
regulated by strategically placed barriers. Ihe crowd can be 
stopped, turned back, or diverted if it starts a stampede any- 
where. The Governors of Bihar and Uttar Pradesh have alieady 
had a wonderful dip. If it weren’t for the tragic death of Sha- 
striii right in the middle of this Kumbha, he might be here, too. 
As it is, tragically, only his ashes will be immersed m the sun- 
gam today. Plave you heard that a hundred thousand sudhus are 
fasting here in order to stop all cow slaughter?’ 

We pass booths of Pandas (a subcaste of Brahmans 
charged with keeping the genealogies of other castes and sub- 
castes) poring over records and registers; then a stall of barbers 
reverently collecting for their clients all the shaven hair; then a 
group of beggars raising paralysed faces or withered limbs to 
US' then a colony of lepers; then a camp of sudhus where a dwarf 
strolls up and down like a king of fairyland, receiving homage 
from pilgrims, who bend down and touch his feta. We ate being 
swept along in the thick of the crowds, our feet scarcely touch¬ 
ing ground. Finally, we arc on a quay, at the site, according to 
legend, of Buddha’s first penance, the Triveiii Gliat -‘trimih 
Sanskrit for ‘triple-braided’, and 'ghut', Hindi, from_ Sanskrit 
'ghaUi\ for ‘bathing place’, 'triveni' being an alternative name 
not only for the sungam at Prayaga but for the (janga and for 
other Indian rivers, which, like the braids of Iiulian women, 
twist and plait their dark courses through the land, hverything 
is confusion: the sounds of gongs, conchs, bells, drums, loud¬ 
speakers, distant trains; pilgrims, with ashes or sandalwood 
paste on their foreheads, launching marigolds in half coconut 
shells, tossing offerings of fruit, milk, flowers, and their own 
hair into the sacred rivers, drinking water fl'om their^ cupped 
hands, scrambling to get into the water, walking away with lirass 
pots of the water on their heads, shouting from one end of the 
quay to the other, ‘Victory to Mother Ganga I’ In the sungam are 
countless country boats with white canopies, and, bobbing 
among them, countless heads. Wherever the boats or the crowds 
part, the two distinct streams of the Ganga and the Yamuna are 
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revealed, running side by .side - one dark ochre, the other 
greenish blue. 

My Brahman companion resolutely elbows his way along the 
quay, which creaks and sags as if it were about to buckle. He 
spots a boy standing in the stern of a boat and waving his 
Gandhi cap. Wuh extraordinary agility, the boy pu.shes and 
shoves Ills boat up to the quay, and we step into it. The Brah¬ 
man Miniehow manages to make himself heard above the roar 
of vnk.es, which sounds like a dozxm ship turbines going full 
throttle: keep your balance... Shift left... No... A little to 
the right... Imrwards now... Easy. That’s it.’ The boat jolts us 
as It bangs and crashes ahead through the jam. At last, we are in 
a patch of open water, 

‘You go in first,’the Brahman says, 

I lower myself into the water, which here is barely six inches 
deep, and think of Chaucer: ‘And pilgrimes were they alle.’ 

No! \oii are just sitting!’ the Brahman shouts. ‘You have to 
be wet all over! Lie down!’ 

I do - and sitik into a quagmire of sand and bits of fruit, 
flowers, and hair. 

‘You are still not all wet I Roll overl’ the Brahman shouts. 

I do and immediately try to raise myself, 

Yoiii^hair isn i wet!’ the Brahman shouts. ‘Take some water 
and |)iit it over your head!’ 

I do, 

The Brtthtiian chants, 'Hari Om. Huri Om, Hart Om.' 














^ 4. The Holy Hair of 

^ the Muslims 


mvakaj Kashmir \ 

i 

Srinagar. Clear water, soft sun in a latc^afternoon sky, moun- 
tains that seem dose, steep. I am being rowed to dinner on a 
houseboat that is in Claremont Colony, Nagin Lake, some hours 
away from Gagribal Point, Dal Lake, where I've just hired a 
shiJ{ara - a kind of gondola. I prefer floating through the net¬ 
work of .Srinagar’s waterways to taking the ordinary roads. Hie ' 
back in the shi\ara and allow mystelf to be lulled by the gentle 
rocking motion, Along one .shore is a boulevard on which there 
is an occasional rickshaw or bicycle, Along the opposite .shore 
are moored houseboats with little painted signboards; ‘High¬ 
land Queen: Sanitary Fitted’, ‘Cutty Sark Enterprise’, ‘Zam- 
Zam’, ’Pride of Kashmir Super Deluxe'. 

‘Sahib like full tour Dal Lake?’ the shiI{ara-mM\ a,sk.s, in 
pidgin Engli.sh. Pie propels the shi\ara with little, toylike, heart- 
shaped oar.s. When we get .snarled in undergrowth, he frees the 
shi{am with a pole and then punts until we are in the clear. 
'Sahib is first tourist this year. Tourists staying away from Ka.sh- 
mir the,sc days. Very troubled times. Sahib will give Kashmir 
happy fortune.’ He has left off his rowing and edged around to 
the stern, where he prepares tea over open coals. He ,scrvc.s it to 
me from an urn. ‘We reach Nagin Lake in two hours. If Sahib is 
lucky, Sahib will meet flower-wallah Bulbul. If Sahib like.s, he’ll 
sing native Kashmiri .song telling of the aflair of the bumblebee 
and the tulip. Every day he rending heart singing .song on Nagin 
Lake.’ 

Wc drift past ‘Prince.s5 Margret’, ‘White Hou.se; With Sani¬ 
tation’, ‘Cherry Stone’, ‘Lucky Kashmir'. Among the hou.se- 
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boats, on thick floating mats of roots and weeds, are gardens of 
cucumbers, tomatoes, melons, and watermelons. All along the 
shores are stark poplars and weeping willows, fresh green and 
silver, and then we pass banks full of flowers - narcissi and 
tulips, apple blossoms and cherry blossoms. 

A merchant rows up in a shi}[ara with ‘Galloping Snail’ 
lettered on the prow. The shil(ara is laden with filigree neck¬ 
laces, bracelets, and earrings, painted papier-machd boxes and 
va.sc,s, and embroidered woollen shawls. ‘Would Sahib like a 
charm bracelet of Ka.shmlri wonders for his girl friend?’ he asks, 
hooking my shil{ara with his oar. ‘Here is the first wonder ~ a 
genuine likeness of a native Kashmiri flat shoe worn by a Kash- 
miri-village native wallah.’ De,scriptions of the other wonders 
are lost among the voices of children in shi\aras hawking vege¬ 
tables from hou,seboat to houseboat. 

‘Sahib is not shopping on Dal Lake,’ my 'r^f/(iira-wallah in¬ 
forms other waterborne merchants who paddle up. He adds, to 
me, ‘Sulfering Moses is the very best .shop in Kashmir. Sahib 
should shop at Suffering Moses,’ (Some English names and 
phra.scs here .suggest local misadventures with the language.) 

‘Churchill’, 'King’s Panama’, ‘Martians’, ‘Pim Tail’. On a 
deck veranda, an elderly Engli,sh lady wearing a lace fichu is 
sunning herself, drinking tea, watching .swans and kingfishers 
dive and paddle around her hou,scboat. Silver service, crumpets, 
scones. A memsahib to her toes. I imagine she came here some¬ 
time after World War I, loved the place, and settled down with 
a retinue of houseboys. I imagine her thinking, Yes, some things 
have changed, but in things that count all is as it used to be. 
Slightly fewer friends, perhaps, 

‘Titwillow’, ‘Pandora’, ‘Lucifer: Special Cla.s,s’, ‘Snipe: 
Special Cla.s.s’, ‘New Golden Fleece’, ‘Fairy Land: Sanitary 
Fitted’. It is one of those unpredictable Ka.shmiri days, and now 
there is rain, hill-station rain - a steady shower that can go on 
for days. At Claremont Colony, I clamber aboard a houseboat. 
Everyone is in the dining room: enormous log fire reflected in 
the panes of the bay window on the starboard side; unpolished 
furniture, all of it intricately carved with Oriental plane leaves. 
At dinner arc some houseboat holidayers I’ve met In Kashmir: 
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Jasleen Dhamija, a handicraft expert; her husband, Ram 
Dhamija, a keen amateur photographer; a correspondent from 
the London Sumlay Minor, and a few of the Dhamijas other 
friends. 

The talk i.s about the hardships of travelling to Kashmir. In 
winter, the Vale of Kashmir is completely cut off from the out¬ 
side world for two or three weeks at a time, Sudden and 
treacherous landslides make hazardous, and sometimes impass- 
able, the single motorable road, which was built a few years back 
to connect Kashmir with the Indian plains. Because of storms, 
airplanes can’t reach Kashmir, and telephone wires go dead. A 
local textile designer, who was introduced to me simply as jawad 
Sahib, tells a story. It seems that a while ago some scientists 
representing foreign governments arrived in Delhi to attend a 
conference. They were a day or two early and got talked into 
flying to Kashmir to catch a glimpse of ‘the Switzerland of 
India’. There was a blizzard and they were stranded here. In the 
meantime, the conference in Delhi met and disbanded. After 
days (or was it weeks?), the embarrassed scientists returned to 
their several countries to face the reproaches of their govern¬ 
ments. 

We drink contraband red wine and cat a Kashmiri delicacy 
- mutton that has been soaked in curds for days and then sim¬ 
mered in milk. 

The three of us went to Gulmarg on a picnic yesterday,’ 
Jasleen tells the guests. ‘It was still covered with snow.’ 

Jasleen, Ram, and I went on the picnic. To get to the snowy 
meadows of Gulmarg, a resort high up in the mountain.s, we 
first had a long ride in a taxi from Srinagar to the village of 
Tangmarg. Then we rode mountain ponies up a narrow trail - 
frightening, because ponies have a tendency to skirt the very 
edge of precipices. Then came a halting and bumpy climb up a 
snow-crusted trail on sleds. My sled, like the othens, was 
attended by four hunched men in makeshift straw shoes. Three 
men pulled the sled from the front, like huskies, while the 
fourth gripped my shoulders from behind and steered. The 
snow track was a scries of abrupt turns, sharp inclines, and 
sheer gullies. The sled skidded and knocked from side to side. 


swerving and tilting, sometimes at an incredible angle, The man 
who held me by the shoulders also ran from side to side, but if 
the rear of the sled skidded right he veered left, always shifting 
to keep the .sled on course. The sled-wallahs were racked with 
coughs. They panted, and spat on the clean snow, and per¬ 
petually roused themselves with yells, like ‘Whom do you re¬ 
member?’ ‘God we remember r 
The man steering the sled would shout, 'Yad \iirl’ 

The oi hers would reply, 'Nad {arl’ 

'Ll ilkihl' 

niiikhr 

'Sluihi maddd 
'Slum \hudal' 

'Sherjuwiiil' 

'Gimlhi vahuiHil’ 

'Yiul l{arl' 

'Nad kit? 

When they stopped to catch thci breath, they filled the air 
with a cacophony of complaints. .Since the British left, things 
had been getting worse and worse. The trouble between India 
and Pakistan over Kashmir that reached a climax in the war 
last year had just about killed the tourist trade. There were 
always at least two hundred sled-wallahs in Tangmarg waiting 
for business. During the off season, weeks went by without a 
single tourist, and during the season, when a few persistent 
tourists did come, they paid the sled-wallahs only the fixed 
government rale of three rupees for going up to Gulmarg and 
coming back. Now that sled-wallahs were organized into a 
union, part of the fare went into the common pool. And no 
tourist gave ba\Nmh any more. 

‘Sahib, we have nothing to eat,’ 

‘No money for tea,’ 

‘When does Sahib think things will get better?’ 

'Yadkirl' 

'Nad l{ar\' 

'Yadkarl' 

In Gulmarg, hill cottages and pine trees were half buried in 
snow, which brilliantly reflected the noonday sun. The boiled 
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eggs and dianatties of the pirnic were hitter in my mouth 
Now, at the dinner table, tiierc is eonfused talk ahntit the 
tranquillity and religious harmony in the Kashmir of the rap 
and about the explosive mixture of religion and polities in the 
Kashmir of independent India. 'Kashmir is still a rornantic plane , ^ 
for a holiday, but somehow the fun has gone out of the place, a 
iournalisr from a national Indian paper says. The people one 
meets here are jittery. They always act .as if they wem being 
watched. Even in the cafes - even at the bar at Nedou s Hotel, 
where I’m staying - whenever people talk to one another, they 
look over their shoulders to see if anybody is watching, as i the 
police were listening to each word, just waiting to dap them 
into jail. Sometimes I think that India can remain herc^only 
because our government has turned this place into a virtual 
police state,’ 

Others agree that Kashmir indeed seems to h.ave taken on 
the atmosphere of an oceiipicd territory. General talk follows 
about the sad history of the stale of jammu and Kashmir, (lam- 
mu, a Hindu area south of the Vale of Kashmir, is part of the 
official state of |ammu and Kashmir, hut the heart of the state is 
the Vale of Kashmir - also railed just Kashmir, or the V.alley - 
which Is formed by the |helum River and surrounded by moan- 
tains of the Karakorum and Himalayan ranges.) In 19.17,_when 
the partition of India brought the .separate, Islamic nation f»E 
Pakistan into being, and when the princely states had to decide 
whether to join Pakistan or India, in most cases Hindu states 
acceded to India and Muslim ones to Pakistan. Rut thc_state of 
Jammu and Kashmir, which was preponderantly Muslim, was 
ruled by a hereditary Hindu m.aharaja, Sir Hari Singh, Pakistani 
infiltrators tried to take the Vale of Kashmir by force for Pakn 
Stan, and the Maharaja appealed to India for military help and 
acceded to the Indian Union. This started the first war between 
India and Pakistan - the war of 1947 - which was ended by a 
United Nations ecascdire agreement that left the northwestern 
third of the stale, designated ,V/ad Kashmir (Urdu for free 
Kashmir’), with Pakistan and the rest of the state with India. 

‘It's all religion and politics now,’ the Indian journalist says. 
'Things have' really deteriorated since the .second war with 


Pakistan. If we Indians would only learn the lesson of the up¬ 
heaval over the hair from Mohammed’s head, there might be 
peace today.’ 

From what I know of Kashmir, I can understand what he 
means alioui the lesson. In any ease, his words are borne out by 
what I learn during subsequent days in the Valley, for my 
researches into present-day Kashmir always lead me back, one 
way or another, to a single, sacred strand of the prophet Mo¬ 
hammed’s hair, and to its sanctuary in Srinagar - Hazratbal, 
Kashmir’s most important mosque. 


The Thcjl of Mohammed'a Hair 

At midnight on the eve of Friday 27 December 1963, Hadji 
Mohammed Khalil Ghanai, Khwaja Ghulam Flassan Bhatt, and 
Kluvaja Mahadjii, who were worshippers at the Hazratbal 
Mosque, arose from their fifth, and last, daily prayer in its main 
hall and retired for the night, To look at, the mosque was just 
another Kashmiri-Mngiil monument, its solid construction, of 
brick masonry on a foundation of dressed stone, being distinc¬ 
tively Indian Mogul, and its roof, in three tiers, distinctively 
Kashmiri, For the three Muslim worshippers, however, and for 
all their Kashmiri brethren, everything about the mosque was 
special and specially consecrated: it had been erected by Em¬ 
peror .Sliah Jehan, who also erected the Taj Mahal; it was situ¬ 
ated on the western shore of Dal Lake, one of the natural 
marvels of the world; and, above all, it had been the repository 
of a strand of Mohammed’s hair since the beginning of the 
eighteenth century, when the strand was brought to Kashmir. 
Because of this sacred possession, Srinagar was, in the eyes of 
Kashmiri Muslims, a second Medina. 

At 4,45 in the morning, Mohammed Khalil Ghanai, after 
slc(!ping for some hours and then bathing in the hammam of 
the mosque, retiiriicd to the main hall for his first daily prayer. 
When he entered the hall, he looked to the right, towards the 
bujm-e-\haj! (Urdu for ‘special chamber') where the relic was 
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kept, and saw that the chamber’s outer doors, of engraved 
silver, were open. Yet the chamber was .supposed to be cnteicd 
only ten times a year, on such holy days as Dakar Id (com¬ 
memorating Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his son) and 
Akhiri'Chahar Shamba (commemorating Mohammed’s last 
ablution). On those ten holy days, a locked cupboard in the 
was opened and, from a precious box inside, a 
silver-capped glass vial, an inch in diameter, containing a silver 
pendulum to which the strand of Mohammed’s hair was 
attached, was removed for a few minutes and carried from the 
hujrHihas across the main hall to a balcony overlooking the 
expanse of the lake. Here the relic was ceremonially raised be¬ 
fore crowds gathered below on the shore of the lake for its dee- 
dcir, or exhibition. Now Mohammed Khalil Ghana! found that 
the engraved silver outer doors of the hujru-e-I{h(is were hanging 
on broken hinges. The inner doors, of wood and glass, which 
had three locks (the three keys were kept by three trustees), had 
been sawed through from the bottom. Inside these wooden 
doors, in the chamber, the doors of the cupboard stood ajar, and 
the box in which the vial was kept lay open on the floor. The 
vial was gone. 

Mohammed Khalil Ghana! rushed down the street to the 
house of Abdul Rahim Bandc, who was chief trustee of the 
mosque, and whose ancestors were the first custodians of the 
holy hair after it reached Kashmir. Upon hearing the news of 
the theft, Abdul Rahim Bande moaned, tore at his clothes, and 
fell into a swoon. The news swept through Srinagar. All offices 
and shops, schools and colleges were closed. The streets were 
cleared of all buses, taxis, tongas, rickshaws, and bicycles, and 
the waterways of all boats. In every house and every hut the 
hearth fire was extinguished, as at a death in the family. Every¬ 
where, men, women, and children ran about barefoot, oblivious 
of the snow oh the ground and the wind from the mountains, 
Some came out of the lanes and byways marching in processions 
with black flags (signs of bereavement) and wailing and beating 
their chests like mourners. The processions converged on squares 
and shrines for general meetings and for prayers. At the Haz- 
ratbal Mosque, thirty thousand mourners were told by one 


leader that the theft was 'a deep intrigue to injure Muslim 
sensibilities and foment communal trouble for nefarious political 
ends’. All kinds of rumours were soon abroad. It was a people’s 
plot to overthrow the puppet government of Jammu and Ra.sh- 
mir, which was made up of opportunistic Kashmiri Muslims 
working for India, It was a plot of Indian politicians to end the 
de facto division of the state of Jammu and Kashmir between 
India and Pakistan. It was a plot of Pakistani politicians to con¬ 
quer India’s two thirds of the state by starting a religious war 
between the Kashmiri Muslims and the Sikh and Hindu in¬ 
fidels, It was a plot of the Hindus and Sikhs - who together were 
overwhelmingly outnumbered in the Valley, and who them¬ 
selves overwhelmingly outnumbered Muslims in India - to des¬ 
troy the Islamic religion. No, it was the work of Bakshi Ghulam 
Mohammed, who, though a Muslim, had stolen the hair in order 
to come back into power by restoring it. Bakshi Ghulam Mo¬ 
hammed, president of the Jammu and Kashmir National Con¬ 
ference Party, had been Prime Minister of Jammu and Kashmir 
from 1953 to 1963. Pie had first arranged for the dismissal of his 
predecessor. Sheikh Mohammed Abdullah - popularly called the 
Lion of Kashmir - who had been the leading political figure in 
the state, and then, after coming to power, had arrested him. 
(Sheikh Abdullah, who had originally supported the accession 
of Kashmir to India and had gone on to become Prime Minister 
in 1948, had fallen out with India over, among other things, the 
question of self-determination for Kashmir.) In the autumn of 
1963, Bakshi Ghulam Mohammed had reluctantly resigned, go¬ 
ing along with a plan of the Congress Party - with which his 
National Conference was allied - for certain political leaders to 
renounce power and work di.sinterestedly for the good pf party 
and country. At the time of the theft, the Prime Minister of 
Jammu and Kashmir was Rhwaja Shamsuddin, a protdge of 
Bakshi Ghulam Mohammed and a member of the National Con¬ 
ference. 

The day after the theft was discovered, a mob^ was on the 
move. It set fire to cars, shops, cinemas, office buildings - most 
of them the property of Bakshi Ghulam Mohammed and his 
powerful family. It set fire to a police station where brutal 
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mcfliocls were reputed to have been apidicd dtirinjr Balcshi’s 
regime. It tried to burn alive the Additional District Magistrate 
and the Superintendent of Police. It mauled fire-fighters, .and 
then, when it was about to destroy the local radio station, which 
in the minds of the people was identified with the detested state 
government, it was finally subdued by tear gas, /rt//;/V (he,avy 
bamboo sticks bound with iron), and bullets, bor the next 
eleven days, there was a haml or an organized cessation of 
work and business. All shops remained shuttered and all ollices 
locked. Such local Urdu papers as were able to publish (they 
caught the mood of the people bettor than the English-language 
national paper,s) were full of the black news of the theft. On 
Sunday, 29 December, under the heading ‘This Tr.igic Incident’, 
Ajtah (Urdu for ‘sun’) printed an editorial that read, in part: 

The night between 26 and .17 December will be known for all time 
as a very ominous night,,, Long nioiirning processions are being 
rnken out In which the only demand voiced is that this extremely 
shocking and extremely serious incident should he immediately in¬ 
quired into. The incident is not an ordinary one... Such a thing 
has not been heard of in the last four and a half centuries. The enure 
population of Kashmir is the very picture of grief, and thi.s tragedy 
will never be tolerated by the Kashmiri Muslims,,. 

The dearest treasure of the people has liccn snatched... Tlie en¬ 
tire population is restless, and everybody is looking to the govern¬ 
ment and waiting for the moment when the holy hair will he traced 
and the restlessness that has gripped the total Valley will he oyer. 
The feelings of the people are deep, and the entire population is agi¬ 
tated, but not a single individual has so far given up hope or 
patience.,, Even patience lias a limit, and we feel it our duty to warn 
the government, so that fruitful steps may he taken quickly, before 
the .situation gets out of control. 

Two days later, the editorial was repeated word for w'ord. By 
then, every dwelling in .Srinagar was marked by a black flag. No 
food was cooked in any home, and pyiople sought such consola¬ 
tion as they could find in the companion,ship of the streets, They 
bought tea and rice from specially set-up ration depots, took their 
provisions to hastily constructed clay fire pits in the open air, and 
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there, by rlic rnadiiide, cooked and ate together, sharing what¬ 
ever they had. Every day, people walked in procession, raising 
their voices in threnodies, chanting ‘AM 0 A\har' and ‘Ya, 
Rmd Allah' (‘God is great’ and 0 Messenge^mf God’) and 
interspersing these wails with shouts of ‘Let us have our holy 
hair back!' and ‘Expo.se the plot!’ At the main intersections, on 
the main streets, and at important mosques, people prayed and 
lamented their loss, the women tearing their hair and their veils 
and the men striking their foreheads against a wall until they 
hied, Through most of the villages and luimlcts of the V.alley- 
Islamahad, Piilwama, Kulgam, Pampore, Sopore, Bandipore, 
Baramiila, Flanrlwara - similar spontaneous demonstrations of 
grief and anger broke out, and continued for eleven days. Soon 
after the theft, a number of political and religious leaders of 
Kashmir - among them Maulana Mohammed Sayid Masnodi, 
Mufti lalaluddin, Mufti Rashiniddin, Ghulam Mohammed Mir, 
Maulana Saifuddin Karl, and Maulvi Mirwaiz Mohammed 
Faruq {'miuhna'^ 'sayid', and 'mauM are religious or inherited 
titles) - handed together as the Holy Relic Action Committee 
and took charge of the demonstratinns, They set the period of 
mourning, They represented the people before the government. 
They collected donations of money and goods, mustered volun¬ 
teers to man the ration depots and outdoor kitchens, and, to sup¬ 
port their cause, mobilized political and religious organizations, 
The Holy Relic Action Committee, voicing the public resentment 
against state-government institutions like the police, who they 
.said w'cre ‘p.ist-ma,sters in converting truth into untruth, and vice 
versa’, demandeil that the central government take over from the 
state the direction of the search for the relic, that a judge from 
outside try the case, and that the people be told the details of the 
investigation, whatever the political conisequcnces. After a group 
of political leaders - Ghuiam Mohiuddin Kara, Khwaja Sadrud- 
din Mujahid, Ghulam Mohammed Shah, Hadji Mohammed 
Isaq, Slicikh Abdul Rashid, and others - were arrested, the Holy 
Relic Action Committee demanded their immediate release. 
These demands were expressions of a revolutionary movement 
that was continually threatening to pass into more violent hands. 
Gangs of thugs, thought to be in the pay of politicians, roamed 
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the streets terrorizing Hindus, Local pajiers called for primitive 
justice, as when an editorial printed in Hunularcl (Urdu for 
‘sympathizer’) advocated lynching: ‘The accursed person who 
has committed this reprehensible act... is not only an enemy of 
the state but an enemy of the whole country and the enemy of 
humanity. Such ... an accursed person deserves to be pelted to 
death,’ In the meantime, inflammatory reports were linding their 
way into the Valley from Pakistan, where the news of the disap¬ 
pearance of the hair had set off sympathy demonstrations, and 
where the secretary general of the Ka.shmir liberation Move¬ 
ment, echoing a popular belief, hinted that Imlia was behind the 
theft hy calling it ‘the latest attack on Muslim culture by the 
enemies of the people of Ka.shmir’. There were riots in Ivist Ben¬ 
gal - East Pakistan - in which many Hindus died; order was 
restored only after hundreds of rioters had been aitested. 

In Kashmir, all attempts of the Shamsuddin government to 
limit the expressions of grief, to check the revolution, and, by 
constant recourse to the Indian Army, to restore some measure of 
order were confounded by genertil and com[ilete disobedience. 
The government, invoking Section 144 ‘^f f-Tiitiinal Pro¬ 
cedures Code, banned all meetings and proce,ssions for which 
specific permission had not been obtained, and it imposed cur¬ 
fews, censored press reports, tapped telephones, arrested more 
leaders, restricted the freedom of movement of others, and 
threatened with dismissal anyone in government service who took 
part in the agitation, but all these measures proved ineffective. 
It was no secret that for many years most Kashmiris had been 
discontented with their accession to India, with the de facto divi¬ 
sion of their state, and with the government imposed upon them, 
and that if they were given a choice they would prefer either 
integration with Pakistan or independence. And now a sense of 
religious outrage, combined with the smouldering political 
grievances, threatened to turn the Valley yet apin into a battle¬ 
ground between India and Pakistan, Shamsuddin made dc,spcratc 
pleas to the people. He would, if it were any use, sacrifice his eyes 
for the recovery of the hair, he assureil them, and he declared: 
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more love for God's Prophet (may peace be on him) than he has for 
his chiidren and for liis property, his faith is not complete. I am a 
Muslim by religion, and I have the .same belief. Thus, the removal of 
the holy hair of the Holy Prophet (may peace be on him) has injured 
our spiritual sentiment!;. It has actually injured the heart of hu¬ 
manity. I share in equal measure the grief that is being expressed by 
the common people,.. I can offer my very life for recovery of the 
holy hair. If my transitory life be of any use towards this end, I will 
not hesitate to offer it. It is indeed a miracle of the holy hair itself 
that today Plindus, Muslims, and Sikhs are all mourning alike. 

The Hindus and Buddhists to the cast of the Valley, in Ladakh 
(part of Kashmir), did indeed offer prayers of sympathy, and the 
Hindus and Sikhs who formed the majority in Jammu, and who 
actually wanted complete and final integration with India, never¬ 
theless now made common cause with the Kashmiri Muslims, 
thereby preventing new outbreaks of religious rioting. And so 
the life of Shamsuddin’s government was prolonged, Non- 
Muslims marched in procession with their Islamic brethren, red 
Hindu flags embroidered with ‘Om’ alongside green Muslim 
flags embroidered with verses from the Koran. Such a display of 
unity had not been seen in Kashmir since its division, and the 
unity persisted even when two bronze statues were stolen from a 
Hindu temple in Jammu suppo,sedly in a Muslim act of retali¬ 
ation. However, the Shamsuddin government could not have 
.survived without the intervention of the central government; in 
fact, the central government had assumed the powers of the 
Shamsuddin government in all but name, and considered in¬ 
voking a provision of the Constitution called President’s Rule, 
which authorized the President of India to take over the adminis¬ 
tration of any state if its own government proved unable to 
exercise authority. Travel plans of Ministers in the central govern¬ 
ment were postponed, messages of condolence were dispatched, 
and Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru went on the air to calm 
the nearly fifty million Muslims living in India, many of whom 
feared a repetition of tlie Hindu-Muslim riots that had accom¬ 
panied Partition. In Delhi, there were frantic meetings between 
Nehru and Karan Singh, the .son of Maharaja Sir Hari Singh 
and the nominal head of the state of Jammu and Kashmir; be¬ 


lt is the belief of a Muslim that as long as he does not entertain 
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tween Nehru and Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, the President; 
between Nehru and Lai Bahadur Shastri, the former Home 
Affairs Minister (within the next few months he aequired a sort 
of portfolio in the Kashmir problem); between Nehru and Guh 
zarilal Nanda, the Home Affairs Minister; between Nancia and 
B. N, Mullick, the director of the Central Intelligence Bureau, 
who was dispatched to Srinagar with a staff of detectives; and 
between Nanda and his Home Secretary, V. Viswannthan, who 
was also sent to Srinagar. Yet, intense though the activity was in 
the central government and in the gr.vcrnmcnr of |;unmu and 
Kaiihmir, it was all futile in the eyes of Kashmiri Muslims as long 
as the hair was missing and possibly destroyed - never to be seen 
again. Sheikh Abdullah, who had been in prison for virtually a 
decade (he had had a few weeks of freedom in 1958), wrote in a 
letter to the President: 

You arc aware that tliis holy h.air was brought to K.isitinir about 
three hundred years ago, during the Mogul regime, and fh.it it was 
inst.allcd by the Mogul rulers at Hazraibal, m a specially built 
chamber, These rulers had attached extensive estates m the shrine 
for keeping it provided with expenses for maintenance, et cetera. 
This shrine has been considered the greatest one and is a sacred 
spiritual centre for Muslims. Throughout the centuries ir has been 
respected as such. Since the people deeply love the Prophet of Islam 
(may pence be on him), they throng to this place on different religious 
occasions for spiritual benefits and blessings... I think a conspiracy 
is at the root of what has happened, My eyes and the eyes of my 
friends are concentrated on you in this hour of darkness. We are sure 
that behind this theft there are intricate political aims. It is very 
dear that the accursed person who is responsible for this theft will 
do everything in his power to keep himself untouched and hidden... 
I hope you will excuse my aud.acity, but the tragedy is so great and so 
painful that I have been 'forced to gather the courage to address you 
directly. 

After pleading with the President to ‘take a bold .step to .save 
the people of Ka.s'hmlr’, he stated that the .sacrilege was a logical 
outcome of corrupt Indian practices in Kashmir: 

Of late Kashmir has been going through a prflce.ss of dehumanh 
zation, which wa.s actually initiated in August 1953, when the mur¬ 


der of the democracy wa.s committed in the state,.. Crnrc.s of rnpec.s 
of tlie Indian e>:clict]ucr have been used to corrupt the people of 
K.iiilirnir and alinasr kill their very souls, so as to drug them against 
any possible resistance to the orrslaught on their basic human rights... 
I ask lor early action in the direction of revising the Ka.shmir policy. 
It is the rooi cause of all evils. 

A life burnt and scorched 
If Kashmir if would enter, 

Re it even a masted bird, 

It would surely grow wing and’feathcf. 

So the Persian poet Urfi Shcrazi celebrates the home of the 
relic. And other bards of Islam tell of pilgrims through the cen¬ 
turies who, coming to see the relic, have .so fallen under the 
enchantment nf the beauty of Kashmir that they have been pre¬ 
pared to .surrender their lives after being voiich.safcd a mere 
glimpse nf the place, So the poets sing, but alway.s they return to 
the tlieme of the relic, s.iying that, compared to the constant, un¬ 
diminished light that it .sheds on the soul, all thing.s - even the 
marvels of Kash mir - arc ephemeral, 

Attempting to cstabli.sh the authenticity of the relic, the author 
of an Urdu pamphlet called The Second Medm, Mohammed 
Husam lul-Din, who.se norn de plume is fohar, and who is a 
relative nf Abdul Rahirn Randc, records that the prophet Moham¬ 
med, oil the night of his ascent to Paradise, was told by Allah, 
‘With each of your sacred hairs, I will deliver thousands of the 
.sinful among your followers from the burning fires of I-IclL’ 
There are, says Johar, two ways of authenticating such episodes 
~ the revealed way and the empirical way - and both arc sanc¬ 
tioned by the Sunna, lohar cites instances of the two ways. In a 
revelation, the prophet Mohammed appeared to a Kashmiri 
named Hazrar-c-Khwaja-e-Klnvaigan Khwaja Ahmed Yasvee 
and told him that: the relic was his own ‘fragrant hair’ and that it 
was from the tresses of his ‘right lock’. Wi.shing an empirical 
ba.sis for faith in the hair, another believer, Abdul Muzzafar 
Alamgir, te.sted it .successively in fire, sun, and honey. He placed 
the hair in fire, and the hair did not burn; he placed the hair in 
the .sun, and the hair did not cast a shadow; he placed the hair in 
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honey, and the hair did not thereafter attract a single fly, Accord¬ 
ing to Johar, the hair was originally in the custody of the descen¬ 
dants of Mohammed in Arabia, who were the hereditary 
attendants of his mosque in Medina. The hair remained in 
Medina until 1634, when its custodian, Sayid Abdullah, incurred 
the displeasure of the ruling caliph. The caliph confiscated Sayid 
Abdullah’s property and banished him. Sayid Abdullah managed 
to take the hair into exile with him, and also two other relics - the 
saddle and the turban of Ali, the fourth caliph of Islam and the 
son-in-law of die prophet Mohammed. Sayid Abdullah reached 
India two years later, where, probably because of his possession 
of the three relics, an estate in Bijapur, in the Deccan, was settled 
on him by Emperor Shah Jehan. Sayid Abdullah and his family, 
who had come with him, lived in comfort in Bijapur for the next 
twenty-three years. Then Sayid Abdullah died and the relics 
passed to his son Sayid Hamid. (Sayid Abdullah’s benefactor, 
Shah Jehan, was ill at the time, and his sons were fighting over 
his throne.) Thereafter, the fortunes of Sayid Abdullah’s house 
declined, and Sayid Hamid was left destitute. Towards the end 
of the century, Sayid Hamid confided his financial difficulties to 
a Kashmiri trader named Rhwaja Nuruddin Ashawari. ‘How 
could a true lover of the Prophet (may peace be on him) bear it?’ 
Johar asks, in his account. He continues: 

Khwaja presented a sum to him in the garb of a loan... 

Khwaja also had the chance of being blessed with a sight of the 
sacred relics... He .,. abandoned all his other desires and hopes for 
the sake of his love for the hair of the Prophet (may peace be on him). 
[Probably because Johar is primarily interested in the hair, the saddle 
and the turban of Ali get little attention at this point in the narrative.] 
The flame of love in him became more intense every day, and at last 
there came a day when he presented himself in a state of spiritual 
intoxication and prayed: 

‘With thy benevolence grasp my needy hand 
And grace me with one out of these gifts,' 

The great Sayid did not relish this request. He said, '0 Khwaja, 
take care of your lost senses and steady yourself.,. Is it your plan to 
deprive me of this everlasting treasure P ’ 

When the distraught lover of the Prophet (may peace be on him) 


appears to be sinking in the whirlpool of disappointment, the Loved 
One himself turns into a favourable wind and extricates the distressed 
lover friiin the whirlpool,,. During the same night, the exalted Sayid 
had a vision in which lie saw ilie Propliet himself, In his own dignified 
speech he addressed Sayid and gave him instructions with regard to 
Khwaja's desire; 

‘Don’t disappoint the trader, 

(Irace liim witli the everlasting treasure.’ 

In the Islamic tradition of Urdu literature, influenced by the 
Koran, lobar use.s appropriate verse in his text ~ in his case, verse 
taken mostly from the Ka.shmiri poet and scholar Hazrat Mirza 
Qalandar Beg, whom Johar compares to the great Persian poet 
Firdausi, 

Khwaja Nuruddin Ashawari, having thus obtained the hair, 
.set out with it for his native Kashmir, He broke his journey in 
Lahore, in the Punjab, where he wa.s besieged by crowds eager 
to have a glim[)se of the hair. Emperor Aurangzeb, the son of 
Shah Jehan who had won the throne, and who happened to be in 
Lahore, summoned Khwaja and appropriated the hair, saying, 
'This supreme blessing ranks higher than all my domain, my 
throne, my crown, my faith, and my world.’ Emperor Aurangzeb 
decreed that the hair be taken to a famous shrine in Ajmer, a city 
.some distance south of Lahore. When the people of Lahore heard 
that the hair was to he taken from them, they were inconsolable. 
They wept; they held funeral processions. There were meetings 
of viziers and amirs, who chose a delegation to plead the cause of 
Lahore with Emperor Aurangzeb. Meanwhile, Khwaja Nurud¬ 
din Ashawari, after begging a friend, Medanish, to devote his life 
to the recovery of the hair and its preservation in Kashmir, died 
of a broken heart. Khwaja’s last wish was that his remains be 
buried near the hair. The Emperor, of course, was not likely to 
be swayed by the entreaties of such a humble man as Medanish if 
the petitions of the powerful viziers and amirs had no effect, but 
when the hair had been in Ajmer for nine days, Mohammed 
appeared to the Emperor in a dream and announced: 

'You have grieved the heart of Khwaja. 

He was mad with love for me. 
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I have appeared before you only to tdl you that 

You must aid the fulfilment of his desire.' 

Wonderful I Wonderful I All this was wonderful 1 [So Johar ex¬ 
claims,] This is exactly what ought to have happened, otherwise the 
hearts of the helpless and the friendless would have been trampled. 

With the Fiinperor’s blessing, the hair was now placed in a 
fragrant sandalwood box, and the sandalwood box placed beside 
the body of Khwaja Nuriiddin Ashawari in an ornate palanquin. 
The palanquin was borne by believers to Kashmir ^ lieing hailed 
along the way by cheering throngs - and when it arrived, be¬ 
lievers there were waiting to receive the hair, the prophet 
Mohammed having told their spiritual leaders in a vision that 
they should make themselves ready to receive his gift. The hair 
was installed in a mosque called Bagh Sadiq Khan, whose narnc 
was soon changed to Hazratbal (Urdu for hair of the Prophet). 
Khwaja Nuruddln A.shawari was burled in the garden of the 
mosque, through the efforts of his daughter Inayet Begum. Her 
husband, Khwaja Balagi Bande, presently arranged for a cere¬ 
monial iesdar of the hair. The de.scendants of the couple in¬ 
herited the functions of giving keim and managing the 
mosque, the future of which was secured by revenue from estates 
donated by the government. It is these same functions that Abdul 
Rahim Bande and his several brothers and Mohammed Hu.sam- 
ud'Din (Johar) performed. 

Johar's highly embelli.shcd narrative, on which the preceding 
account primarily relies, is confused, but not any more so than 
other narratives, which differ on such points as when, if at all, the 
hair was submitted to empirical tests, why Sayid Abdullah was 
exiled from Medina, whether Sayid Abdullah .smuggled the relic-s 
out of Medina or took them out with the blessing of the caliph, 
whether .Sayid Abdullah journeyed to India on foot or by .ship, 
whether the hair reached India in i6::!4 or 1636, why the relic was 
relatively unknown in India before Khwaja Nuruddin Ashawari 
inherited it, whether the hair was ever taken to Ajmer, whether 
Khwaja died of a broken heart or of tuberculosis, whether it was 
a revelation or an advance party that informed the Ka.shmiri.s 
about the coming of the gift, whether the turban and the saddle 


were lost or arc still extant - in fact, on practically every point, 
But then it has to he kept in mind that the history of the relic is 
bscd on a combination of legend, hearsay, and inspiration. 


On the evening of Saturday 4 January 1964, a little over a week 
after the theft of the hair, members of the Holy Relic Action 
Committee - among them Mauivi Mirwaiz Mohammed Faruq, 
who was its president, although he was only in his teens (his 
family had been prominent in tiie religious and political affairs of 
Kashmir), and Maulana Mohammed Sayid Ma.sood!, who was 
fast becoming the head of the revolution - were called to a house 
from which Mullick, the director of the Central Intelligence 
Bureau, was conducting an investigation. They arrived at exactly 
7 R.M., the appointed time, By then, they had heard an All India 
Radio bulletin announcing that the relic had been recovered. 
The bulletin had first been broadcast over All India Radio at 
five-thirty that evening, and it had been regularly repeated, in 
English, Urdu, and Kashmiri, along with self-congratulatory 
messages from Indian leaders. On their way to Mullick’s quarters, 
the members of the committee had passed through .snowy streets 
crowded with women throwing off their veils and men tossing 
their caps and turbans in the air and .shouting, ‘Long live the 
Central Intelligence Bureau I’ The committee members, however, 
had remained very much on their guard. The bulletin had been 
suspiciously terse. It had not given a single detail about the cir- 
cumstancc.s of the recovery, about the pre,sent whereabouts of the 
hair, about the identity of the thieves, or about any steps to bring 
them to justice. Nor had there been any mention of who, if any¬ 
one, had vouched for the authenticity of the hair, For a decade, 
ever since Sheikh Abdullah’s arrest, the state government had 
been derided for obvious corruption, for rigged elections, and 
for attempts to whitewa.sh its failures, but until the sacrilege 
strong police measures had succeeded in suppressing the oppo- 
.sition. Now, with the complete breakdown of law and order, 
might not the government go to any lengths to restore its 
authority? Might it not even simulate a holy hair? Indeed, the 
lack of detail about the recovery of the stolen relic augured ill 
True, the bulletin originated with the central government, which 
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was considered more reliable than the state government, but, after 
all the central government had been behind the arrest of Sheikh 
Abdullah, and had kept in power the state governments of 
Bakshi Ghulam Mohammed and Shamsuddin, Now that the 
theft threatened India with the loss of Kashmir, the central 
government might stop at nothing. The members of the com¬ 
mittee, who wanted to examine the hair for themselves and have 
their religious elders verify it, knew that it was in their interest 
to prolong the agitation over the theft of the relic and use the 
incident to rid Kashmir once and for all of an unpopular gov¬ 
ernment. It had already been suggested that the loss of the hair 
might be the prophet Mohammed’s way of leading the Kash¬ 
miris at long last to a successful revolution. The momentum had 

to be sustained. .. r • l 

Mullick kept the members of the committee waiting for eight 
hours. His intention may have been to prevent them from airing 
their doubts among the people celebrating in the streets, but the 
long wait had the effect of deepening those doubts. When the 
members of the committee were finally ushered into his presence, 
at 3 A.M., his manner with them was rather offhand. He congratu¬ 
lated them on the recovery of the relic and said that now they 
could go about their everyday business. They tried to elicit details 
from him. How had the hair been found? fust as it had been 
taken away, they were told - in mysterious drcumstanccs. 
Mullick said that his investigation had made things so hot for 
the thieves that they had expeditiously returned the relic to the 
Hazratbal Mosque. Had anyone been apprehended? No. How 
was it that the thieves returning the hair had gone unnoticed by 
the crowd of mourners holding a twenty-four-hour vigil at the 
mosque? The government had its way of knowing things before 
anyone else; the fact was that the relic was returned. Mullick 
told them that the moment he was informed of the return of the 
relic he had gone over to the mosque himself and retrieved it. 
Was the hair now going to be reinstalled, with due respect and 
honour, in the hujra^eihas at Hazratbal, where at least the 
elders could view it? Mullick said that for a time it would remain 
in the custody of the central government and no one would be 
allowed to see it. There were legal difficulties in the way of its 


verification and installation; any precipitate action would be ill- 
advised, Could the members of the committee perhaps see the 
hair now and satisfy themselves? No. 

The members of the committee did not press the point further. 
Though they were not fearful men, they knew that under the 
Defence of India Rules they were liable to arrest without any 
such legal remedy as habeas corpus. (The Defence of India Rules, 
instituted by Presidential proclamation during the Chinese ad¬ 
vance on the Himalayas in 1962, were a set of regulations that 
empowered the central government to suspend fundamental 
constitutional rights in national emergencies. Although the regu¬ 
lations were extremely unpopular, they had been kept in force 
and had been invoked in the arrest of, among others, friends of 
the committee members.) The committee members left Mullick’s 
presence convinced that the central government, like the state 
government, was out of touch with the realities of. the revolution. 
The people in the streets, after a few hours of uncertain jubila¬ 
tion, had gone back to mourning. Hmdard expressed some of 
the doubts of the public: ‘Some ask how it could be possible for 
anybody to take back the holy hair to its place while the whole 
area was being watched by government detectives and other 
officers. How could anybody get such an opportunity? Some are 
heard asking why the person could not be caught red-handed 
while he was trying to put it back. There are other questions like 
these which are raised in the light of these statements and are 
asked in various circles,’ (The editors of the local newspapers 
were also well acquainted with the Defence of India Rules.) 

Processions and public meetings soon adopted the slogans ‘Get 
the holy hair identified by the elders’ and ‘Expose the conspiracy’ 
and ‘Hang the conspirators’. Almost every day, there were 
skirmishes between crowds and the police. The crowds would 
assault the police with brickbats and \angris (pots of burning 
coals that individuals carry around for warmth), and the police 
would open fire with rifles. Since the government’s announce¬ 
ment of the recovery, the newspapers could no longer overtly 
praise popular agitation, so they cunningly ran stories about the 
heroic conduct of the people in the interval between the theft of 
the hair and its supposed recovery. One such story read: 
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It: is tlic iiiirEclc of tho j»fc:ntncss of the Prnpltet (mny peace be on 
him) that none dared sell nnythinR in the black market, imr did any- 
body think of profitccrinjt, As a matter of fact, milk and vegetables 
became cheaper than usual, differences ended, [icople were recharged 
with feelings of love and affection, fresh sentiments of fellowship and 
brotherhood could he noticcfl all round, a new atmosphere came into 
being, and a new life emerged from noble feelings. 

Perhaps because the agitation showed no signs of subsiding, 
the authorities cleclarcrl n January a public holiday and on the 
eve of that day escorted the supposed relic to Hazratbal and, 
without any attempt to get it verified as Mohammed’s hair, had 
it ostentatiously locked in an iron safe that had previously been 
installed in the hup-e-l[h(\r, took charge of the keys; assigned a 
twenty-four-hour guard to the mosque; for further security, set 
up a permanent police post near the mosque; announced that the 
i Department of Public Works had been Instructed to reinforce the 
I walls and doors of the huim-s-\ks\ and stated that tlicncefor- 
r ward the relic would be handled and exhihirod only by written 
order of the District Magistrate. The authorities explained that 
the government had decided to return the relic to the hujr(i-e-\has 
now because an investigation and trial would take time and 
meanwhile the government did not wish to deny the people the 
satisfaction of praying in a mosque once again blessed by the 
presence of the relic. Around nine o'clock that evening, many of 
the Ministers of the state government (all with bodyguards), the 
Inspector General of Police, the District Magistrate, Mullick, and 
the Home Secretary, Viswanathan, gadtered in the mosque with 
the reluctant members of the committee. They all sang and 
prayed and offered thanks for the return of the relic to the hujra- 
e-I{ks, 

In the days following, however, commerce remained paralysed. 
The members of the committee and other leaders of the revolu¬ 
tion harangued excited crowds about the consequences of a 
failure to have the hair verified and the real con.spirators brought 
to justice. The old demands and slogans were repeated day after 
day; ‘I^t the ciders identify the hair', ‘Let Sheikh Abdullah and 
Maulana Masoodi identify the hair’, 'Tell us the results of the 
investigation’, ‘Stop.covcring up for the accur.scd criminals’, ‘Pro¬ 


duce those accursed criminals’, ‘Release prisoners’, ‘All Kashmiri 
politics iire corrupt’, 'Give us honest police from the central gov¬ 
ernment’, ‘Gi\'e us an honest judge from the ccntr.il government’, 
and ‘f.all liurtal', Parties that had been regarded as subversive - 
among them the Plebiscite Front, which, taking its lead from 
Sheikh Abdullah, stood for a free ballot to settle the future of 
Kashmir - had been muzzled for years, but now they presented 
their [irngranimes publicly, Tile Holy Relic Action Committee 
openly proclaimed that the struggle over the hair had all along 
had polii ical as well as religious aims. , 

The central government conducted itself with aplomb, as at a 
press conference given by Viswanathan in Srinagar; 

Q! Yon have said anybody who doubts the integrity of the recovered 
holy h.iir is spe.iking with the voice of Pakistan, But on kst Sunday 
fi2 laiuiaryj people repeated this demand in a public meeting at Jama 
MasjifI fan important mosque In Srinagar], What have you to say 
about that? 

A: I flo not w.int to indulge in discussion about this, I can say only 
that die holy hair which has been recovered is absolutely genuine and 
there siinuld lie no doubt ahnut it, 

0 ! You Iiave said that no lilack flags in a public meeting will be 
tolerated. Rut following that warning black flags have continued to 
appear on jeeps and odier vehicles and they were hoisted also on the 
stage of the public meeting at lama Masjid. What have you to say 
ahnut this? 

A: Tlie odicers on the spot have complete freedom to act in such a 
situation, 

0 : Tlie holy hair,,, was not shown to any member of the Holy 
Relic Recovery Committee [another name for the Holy Relic Action 
Committee], This was not shown to them even when they came to 
meet you. 

A; I cannot show the holy hair to all the people who visit me. 

Q: Will you show it to tlie people whenever they demand it? 

A: It depends upon circumstances.,, 

0 : The Holy Relic Recovery Committee complains that the ruling 
parly has reappeared and is harassing people. Does your warning 
against the disturbance of the peace appiv to these people also? < 

A! The w.irning that I have issued will apply... to everybody in 
the same measure. 
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Q: Arc you satisfied with this warning? 

A: Yes. 

Perhaps because Prime Minister Nehru was ill (he never quite 
regained his health afterwards), the official .statements from 
Delhi for the most part, reiterated that the central government 
would not allow itself to be coerced by a mob, that the relic was 
authentic, and that all the agitation had been inspired by laki- 
stan, and stipulated that resumption of norma life was a precon- 
dition of any political reform in Kashmir. In _ private 
conversations, the authorities admitted that they were m a di- 
lemma: if they gave in to the demand for verification, the re he 
might be repudiated, yet if they tried to suppress the demand - 
for instance, by arresting all the leaders of the revolution - they 
ran the risk that the revolution might turn violent and uncontrol¬ 
lable. It was thought that the Shamsuddin government was too 
weak, and the case for the presence of India in kashmir too 
attenuated, for the central government to take any strong action. 
The authorities vacillated and followed a policy of compromise. 
For instance, they allowed the fundamental liberties of free 
speech and free association to flourish in practice, although in 
theory these had been all but abolished. The compromises were 
useless. On 25 January, mobs - one of them numbered at least 
nine hundred - attacked small parties of policemen in three dif¬ 
ferent parts of Srinagar. The police tried to re[mlse them first 
with kthis> then with tear gas, and finally with rifles, hmr 
demonstrators, it was said, were killed in the clashe.s, and eight 
demonstrators, it was said, were killed in the cla.she,s, and eight 
the official version of the day's events. The popular version put 
the number of dead at eighteen and the number of wounded at 
sixty-one, and had it that for that entire day the whole of Srina¬ 
gar had risen up in arms and had taken over the rule of the city 
because trigger-happy policemen had massacred innocent Kash¬ 
miri,s, some of whom were doing nothing more provocative than 
sitting on their verandas. In the month .since the upheaval began, 
Maulana Mohammed Sayid Masoodi had emerged as_thc most 
important leader of the people. In the Holy Relic Action Com¬ 
mittee, he had all along been an advocate of restraint and 
patience. On 25 January, he was ill in bed, but a.s soon as he 


THE HOLY HAIR OF THE MUSLIMS I57 

received word of the riots, he sprang up and rushed over to 
Jama Masjid and declared in a speech to the throngs assembled 
there that the police, by shooting innocent Kashmiris, had des¬ 
troyed the last vestige of the people’s confidence in the govern¬ 
ment, that the dead had not shed their blood in vain, that the 
people of Kashmir would one day be rewarded for their sacri¬ 
fices, and that the people would never rest until the authenticity 
of the relic was established beyond all doubt. The dead were 
given a martyrs’ burial, and the trouble quickly spread from 
Srinagar all over the Valley. For the next three days, in protest 
against the ‘government of hooligans’ (a term that had been 
applied to the state government for years), there was a com¬ 
plete hartal Even after the three days were up, the situation in 
the Valley did not improve. On the strength of a mere rumour 
that Maulana Masoodi and Maulvi Mirwaiz Mohammed Faruq 
had been imprisoned, hartal began all over again in Srinagar. It 
was repeatedly charged in public meetings that the same political 
bosse.s who had stolen the hair so that they could later come to 
power by taking credit for restoring it had, upon failing in their 
initial design, hired ‘hooligans’ to instigate riots and disorder, so 
that anarchy might give them an excuse to make another effort to 
seize power. An editorial in Rehnuma (Urdu for ‘leader’) read: 

The movement that was conducted in the Vale of Kashmir for^thc 
relic’s recovery has brought the history of the state to a turning- 
point, .. The truth is that the movement was peaceful and non-political 
But certain hooligans have given it a violent character and succeeded 
in disrupting the peace of the Valley, The local administration, police 
and judiciary have become almost helpless against them.., The state 
government .should have suppressed these hooligans and satisfied the 
peo].)le... Even the tragedy of the theft was turned into a medium 
for power politics. Under the circumstances, certain demands are 
made, and fulfilling them would in any case be advantageous for the 
state. It is a pity that power-seekers, instead of sharing the troubles of 
tlic people, are busy demanding a termination of the present constitu¬ 
tional government and a promulgation of President’s Rule in the 
state. They are aware that even this would not succeed in controlling 
the present situation in the state, On the other hand, this would render 
conditions less settled, Such people are not worried about the results, 
They want to come to power... It is these people who arc responsible 
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for elvinff birth to hooliganism in Kashmir, It i.s these people who 
never uttered a word in favour of protecting tltc life and [rroperty of 
the common people and saving tlieir honour, If they luid raised their 
voices against steps that gave ri.se to hooliganism, conditions would 
not be as bad as they are now,,. If the people demand anyihing at 
all from the Kashmir government, it is that tlic state he liberated from 
hooliganism, hooligans, monopolists, and power-scekers. These evils 
have taken root in the state. Peace will not he established 111 the state 
bi merely bringing in big officers from other states, by itnporting_a 
police force from outside, or even by establishing President s Rule in 
the state The best and only remedy is liiat hooliganism, eorniption, 
nepotism’, and inefficiency should be terminated. TIk: government 
should also terminate the means and meilinds that were introduced to 
feed hooliganism, 

At the time of the theft, there were alwut ten million Hindu,? 
living in officially Islamic Paki.stan (primarily in East Bcnpl, 
Pakistan having been created mostly by the .separation of jtast 
Bengal and West Punjab from India) and about; fifty million 
Muslims in predominantly Pllndu India. The original news of 
the theft touched off violence about a thousand miles away from 
Ka,shmir - against both Hindu,s in East Bengal and Muslims in 
West Bengal, with each side accusing the other of .starting the 
riots. Thousands of refugees cros,scd from West Bengal into Ea.st 
Bengal and thousands more from East Bengal into West Bengal, 
each group bringing storie,s of anson and looting, and prompting 
further repri.sals. The attacks and countcr-attack.s may have had 
causes other than the theft itself. (Some of the Hindu refugees 
were merchants who had managed to pro.sper in certain Muslim 
villages and towns in East Bengal, and, as a consequence, had 
.stored up III will in these communitie.s, ,Somc of the Muslim 
refugees were impoverished residents of Calcutta slum tenements 
owned by Hindu landlord,?, and there was evidence to suggest 
that these landlords had hired arsonists to burn down the tene¬ 
ments so that they might later pur the land to more profitable 
u.se.) I-Iowcver that may have been, in each country the police and 
the local authorities seemed to lose control of the riot-stricken 
areas, and authority passed to the Army. There had been .some 
disturbances and a flow of refugees ever since the creation of 
Pakistan, but the present disorders were the most violent since 
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tho.sc of 1950, which themselves had a precedent only in the dis¬ 
orders of Partition, wltcn tens of thou.sands of people were killed 
and millions were displaced from their homes. In a .scn.se, the 
Muslims in India and the Hindus in Pakistan were all hostages, 
Sarvepalli Radhnkri.shnan and the Prc,sidcnt of Pakistan, Field 
Marshal Ayub Khan, both made appeals for religious toleration, 
but any co-operation between the governments of the two 
countries was impossible, because of the strong feelings about the 
question of Kashmir, Pakistani officials now claimed that India 
was using the disturbance over the theft as a cover for move,s to 
settle the Kashmir question unilaterally. By their account, the 
Indian Constitution, which was adopted nearly two years after 
the 1948 United Nations cease-fire in Kashmir, had tacitly ac¬ 
knowledged Kashmir’s special, disputed status, in that the state 
of larnmu and Kashmir had a prime mini.ster and a head of state, 
like the central government it,self, whereas every other state in 
the Indian Union had a chief minister and a governor; recently, 
however, India had announced that Kashmir, too, would have a 
chief minister and a governor, The contemplated change may 
have been more semantic than political (.so Thomas F. Brady, 
writing in the New Yor{ Times, maintained), but the govern¬ 
ment of Pakistan, perhaps to call world attention to the uprising 
in Kashmir over the theft, denounced it as ‘a violation of India’s 
commitments to the United Nation,?’. Pakistan said that any 
move to integrate Kashmir further into India was a violation of 
Security Council re.solutions to hold a plebiscite in Kashmir 
under United Nations supervision. Both countries considered the 
outcome of a plebiscite a foregone conclusion: because Mu,slims 
made up over ninety per cent of the Valley's population, most of 
the votes would go to Pakistan, India claimed that such a vote 
along religious lines would compromise the principle of secu¬ 
larism and religious toleration on which .she was trying to build 
her society, and thus would put the Mu.slim minority within her 
borders in jeopardy. Pakistan dismissed this claim as a pretext for 
an Indian occupation of Ka.shniir, On 3 February, the Security 
Council met for its noth debate on the is,sue of Ka,shmir,:this 
time as a result of the disorders touched off by the theft. The 
Paki.stani Minister of External Affairs, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, 
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warned the assembled powers that the theft had mobilized an 
Oppressed people, saying, ‘The people of Kashmir have un¬ 
mistakably risen in open rebellion... We can no longer doubt 
that they are unreconciled to Indian occupation.’ He insisted that 
because India’s ‘colonial hold’ had now been loosened, India was 
employing police-state tactics in Kashmir, with the result that 
Pakistan and India were heading towards a second war over 
Kashmir. But the hope that the United Nations would take any 
decisive action on Kashmir which was acceptable to Pakistan had 
been dissipated two years earlier, when Russia used her veto to 
side with India; debate in New York could do nothing to dispel 
the threat of a holy war of a kind that the West had not known 
since the seventeenth century. The Calcutta correspondent of the 
London wrote: 

In most of India - and Pakistan - the tension between the twp com¬ 
munities [Hindu and Muslim] li.is never abated, even when 'it has 
been kept within tolerable bounds. The tiniest spark can always set 
fire to the powder barrel and it is not really surprising that the theft 
of the sacred hair of the Prophet Mohammed in a Srinagar mosque 
should have started the chain reaction that ended in the bloodbath of 
Calcutta. 

In West Bengal the situation is particularly explosive because of the 
tens of thousands of refugees from Pakistan who arc crowding the 
camps and the slums, When anti-Hindu rioting started on tlic other 
side of the near-by border, these refugees saw friends and parents 
whom they had left behind [arrive in] Calcutta with highly coloured 
stories of wholesale murder in East Pakistan.,, Nobody accepts the 
official figure, which sets the number of dead at no more than lOO, 
and the usual estimate is around 500 killed, while tens of thousands, 
have lost their homes through fire, or dare not return to a place where 
they feel insecure. 

The riots in East Bengal and West Bengal continued well into 
1964, displacing hundreds of thousands of people. Meanwhile, 
towards the end of January, Lai Bahadur Shastri, who was now 
virtually acting as Prime Minister, flew to Srinagar to take 
charge. He heard out officials and politicians of all shades of 
opinion on the subject of the crisis over the relic. Some counselled 
him not to yield under any circumstances to the demand for veri¬ 
fication of the relic, because even to entertain a question as to its 


authenticity, especially after the central government had vouched 
for it, could set off popular agitation on such a scale that India 
might well lose Kashmir to Pakistan; others advised him to yield 
to that d(;mand at any cost, because as long as the slightest doubt 
remained about the authenticity of the relic, popular agitation 
would not subside, nor would India be able to feel secure in her 
control over Kashmir. Shastri soon realized what had been 
apparent to Kashmiris for weeks. In the words of Hamhrd, 
‘Without a proper identification, the Muslims would not have 
believed that the hair was genuine even if all the governments of 
the world combined in declaring that it was.’ Shastri therefore 
committed the Indian government to the cause of ‘proper identi¬ 
fication’, but not before he had conducted long secret talks with 
all the religious leaders who might be called upon to verify the 
relic and had satisfied himself that they were honest men, and 
would not repudiate it simply for political ends. 

3 February was the day settled upon for the verification of the 
relic. The weather was exceptionally bleak. As the climax of a 
week-long cold wave, parts of Dal Lake were frozen over, many 
streets were impassable, and the water in some wells had turned 
to solid ice. At the appointed time of 3 p.m., thousands of believers 
gathered on the terraced lawns around Hazratbal Mosque and in 
the streets, and inside the mosque were the same officials, the 
same political dignitaries, and the same members of the Holy 
Relic Action Committee who had been present for the installa¬ 
tion ceremony, but prominent among those assembled this time 
were - besides Shastri ~ fifteen divines led by Fakir Mirak Shah, 
the most venerated ascetic in Kashmir. Maulana Masoodi recited, 
‘All of you are in the house of God and the Holy Koran is before 
you. Whatever you will say will be only the truth.’ From the 
iron safe in the l}Hjra-c-l{h«s, a silver-capped vial containing a 
silver pendulum to which a strand of hair was attached was 
brought out. While the other divines recited verses from the 
Koran, the vial was ceremoniously raised to the face of Fakir 
Mirak Shah. Because his eyesight was failing, the vial was held 
close to his eyes. He peered at the hair and cried out, ‘The 
Garden is bright with the light of Mohammed. The light of 
Mohammed is reflected in every flower and every plant.’ The 
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coiwe)?at'on sobbed with joy, people embraced and gave thanks, 
and many of the leaders made offerings and congratulated one 

another on the restoration of the hair. . 

Later that afternoon, the officials and dignitaries, even while 
commenting to the press on the veriBcation of the relic, reverted 
to their old postures and themes, indicating that the events m the 
mosque had settled nothing, 'The authorities and the officers who 
helped in the recovery of the holy relic were sure about the 
genuineness of the recovered holy hair, since they had taken all 
the necessary steps before concluding that it was genuine,’Sham- 
suddin said, in a statement that seemed to dismiss the tidings of 
the divines as gratuitous. Bakshi Ghiilam Mohammed, for his 
part, seemed to dismiss the political importance of the relic. 
‘Although I have had the rare luck of repeatedly seeing the holy 
hair for about thirty years, I did not present my name as one of 
tho.se who might finally identify it, because I consider it to k a 
purely religious matter,’ he said. Shastri’s comments were a 
warning both to the Ka.shmiris, who might mistake India’s 
about'face over verification of the relic for a sign of weakness, and 
to the Pakistanis, who had hopes of a United Nations interven¬ 
tion in the uprising over the hair in Ka.shmir. ‘India’s stand on 
the Ka.shmir issue is clear,’ he said. 'We cannot budge an inch 
from it. The relic is our domestic question. I do not know how 
Pakistan comes into the picture.’ As for the members of the Holy 
Relic Action Committee, they went over to lama Ma.sjid the 
following day to give the tidings to believers a,s,scmhlcd there. 
On that occasion, Maulana Ma.soodi repeated many of the old 
charges and demands. He reviled the party of Sham.suddin and 
derided the authorities for trying to discredit the revolution over 
the hair by charging that it was the work of a handful of Paki¬ 
stani agents. Pie demanded that the leadens of Axacl Ka.shmir 
have free access to the Indian-held part of Kashmir. He asserted 
that the government was continuing to shield the real conspira¬ 
tors and to persecute innocent men. (Abdul Rahim Bandc had 
been held in pri.son a.s a suspect since the morning of the theft,) 
Maulana Masoodi rai.sed the slogans''Produce the real culprit’, 
'Send an honest judge from outside for the investigation of the 
ca.sc’, and ‘Terminate hooliganism’, Asking the Kashmiris to 
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make them,selves ready for further sacrifice.s, he announced that 
the hartnls and the public meetings would continue, and that the 
Holy Relic. Action Committee would remain in existence, One 
part of Maulana Masoodl’s speech, however, was completely new. 
In a surprise move, he asked for the release of Sheikh Abdullah 
and for his reinstatement as the leader of the Kashmiris, The 
Holy Relic Action Committee, as a matter of prudence, had 
avoided asking for the release of Sheikh Abdullah; it had not 
agitated publicly for his leadership. Maulana Masoodi, in now 
bringing this explosive political issue officially into the open, 

,seemed to be declaring that the uprising was in fact revolutionary 
in character - a point immediately grasped by the crowd at the 
mosque, who shouted, ‘Long live the Lion of Kashmiri’ (The 
Hhilustan Times conjectured, ‘It appears that today’s reference 
to Abdullah’s relea.se by Maulana Masoodi has been done at the 
instance of the pro-Abdullah wing of the Action Committee... 
A feeling within the committee seems to be that the present con¬ 
troversy could be utilized to strengthen opposition to the gov¬ 
ernment.’) 

After the meeting, Maulana Masoodi partly retracted his 
words about Sheikh Abdullah, but now it was clear that, the 
feeling,s rclca,sed by the theft of the hair and unassuaged by its 
restoration would not subside with its verification. Tension rose 
as ft February neared, for this date, the anniversary of the death 
of Ali, the fourth caliph, was one of the ten days of the year on 
which there was a deedar> Police armed with rifles and Uthis 
were stationed everywhere that day. But Kashmiris who had 
walked for miles in the cold to reach Hazratbal now patiently 
squatted for hours in the snow waiting for their deedar. Finally, 
they saw an unfamiliar figure - it was Khwaja Nuraddin Bande, 
a relative of the imprisoned Abdul Rahim Bande - walk out on 
the balcony in the traditional green robes and raise the vial high. 
The people cried out and recited the Darood, the Salam, and 
Naats in praise of the prophet Mohammed. But although there 
was no violence that day, and, on the surface, things had returned 
to normal) the basic conditions were thought to be unchanged. 
The political correspondent of the Calcutta English-language 
daily, the Stalesmmyvko visited Kashmir a few days after 
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the deekr, analysed some of the deeper causes of the rcvolu- 
tion. 

The winter of Kashmir’s discontent [he wrote, in part] is unlikely 
to end until the promises of drastic political and administrative re¬ 
forms lately emanating from New Delhi arc translated into action,,. 
To imagine that with the recovery, verification, and peaceful 
deedar of the holy relic the mass upsurge in Kashmir is over would be 
a grave error. The only thing graver than this would be the belief that 
all the trouble in Kashmir, past, present, or potential, is caused only 
by Pakistan agents or pro-Pakistan elements. . . Interestingly, the 
greatest exaggeration of Pakistan influence over the mass movement 
has been directed by the Kashmir government, which, for all practical 
purposes continues to mean Bakshi Ghulam Mohammed and a few 
co-sharers in power. That they arc wide of the mark in magnifying 
Pakistan influence is a matter not so much of opinion as of facts which 
speak for themselves. First, nothing would have suited Pakistan’s pur- 
pose more than giving the agitation in Kashmir a communal turn. 
Yet there has not been a single communal incident in the Valley even 
during the days when the Srinagar administration simply did not 
exist and when neither Bakshi Ghulara Mohammed nor any func¬ 
tionary of the government cared or dared to face the people. Curiously, 
the former Prime Minister [Bakshi Ghulam Mohammed] is unable 
or unwilling to move about in Srinagar even today witliout heavy 
police protection, and his house is among the most heavily guarded 
buildings in Srinagar. Secondly, the arson during the lawlessness in 
Srinagar was highly selective, directed against the property of Bakshi 
Ghulam Mohammed’s family and against a police station which had 
acquired notoriety as a centre of strong-arm methods on behalf of the 
Bakshi regime. Thirdly, in sharp contrast to Bakshi Ghulam Moham¬ 
med, the dissident leaders of the National Conference, Mr G, M, Sadiq 
and Mir Qasim, whose love for, and identification with, India is no 
less pronounced than Bakshi’s, were able to move about freely among 
the mob,., Having thus established the approximate proportions of 
the undoubted Pakistan clement in the recent masis upsurge, and with 
the religious sentiment now out of the way, one comes to the heart of 
the matter, which is, beyond reasonable doubt, tiie widespread and 
deep-seated discontent against Bakshi Ghulam Mohammed’s rule. 
This discontent has been building up over a period of ten years, 
getting more and more pronounced as time went by, until the Ha/.rat- 
bal incident proved to be a flash point of the repressed feelings of 
resentment and anger. The reasons for this discontent... can be 
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broadly summed up as widespread corruption and strong-arm tactics 
often described by observers as ‘political gangsterism’, These resent¬ 
ments are further fanned by the evidence of the sudden affluence 
acquired by some of those who wield power, and suspicion about the 
methods by which support is secured. Little wonder, therefore, that 
both tltc National Conference party and the party organization have 
been effectively stultified and made subservient by a judicious use of 
tlie s[)oils system and unabashed intimidation, If Bakshi Ghulam 
Molianimed liad gone only thus far, he would have done practically 
tlic same tiling which some other Chief Ministers have done else- 
wherc, more noticeably in the neighbouring Punjab, But things in 
Bakslii Ghulam Mohammed’s Kashmir went much farther.,. because 
Kaslimir has always been treated as a ‘special case’ and therefore im¬ 
mune from checks and balances operative in the rest of India. The 
judiciary can be left out of this discussion, but to talk of an indepen¬ 
dent civil service in Srinagar would be an invitation to ridicule, In¬ 
deed, the extent to which the Kashmir administration is dependent on 
Bakslii Ghulam Mohammed, even after he has technically ceased to 
be Prime Minister, is horrifying. The worst thing to happen in Kash¬ 
mir, however, was the systematic and ruthless suppression of any 
attempt to organize a democratic opposition. The instrument of 
destruction invariably was a paramilitary organization paradoxically 
called tlie 'Peace Brigade’, or the strong-arm gentlemen within the 
National Conference itself, whose tribe has steadily increased during 
Baksiii Ghulam Mohammed’s ascendancy. In fairness, it must be 
recorded that the autlioritarian and other objectionable developments 
in Ka,slimir would not have reached the proportions they did if only 
tlie Centre [that is, the central government] had done its elementary 
duty. But there has been a strange mystique in Dellii that notlilng un¬ 
savoury about internal affairs sliould be brought to light lest Pakistan 
should make unscrupulous use of the disclosure - a logic which should 
have led to a suppression of the news of recent riots in Calcutta, Far 
from being a brake on Bakshi Gliulara Mohammed s authoritarian¬ 
ism, Mr Nehru took the extraordinary smp of destroying the only 
worthwhile opposition Mr Sadiq, Mir Qasim, and Mr D.^P. Dhar had 
organized, ordering tliese leaders to go back to the National Confer¬ 
ence fold. Under the circumstances, it should be no surprise to any¬ 
body that tlie people of Kashmir want a clean break with the past. 
They want Bakshi Ghulam Mohammed to be removed from the scene, 
for as long as he is there it would not be possible to free the adminis¬ 
tration from his stranglehold, ‘assiduously and ruthlessly built up 
over a decade... Mr Shamsuddin, the new Prime Minister, is a nice 
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and well'mcaning gentleman, In a long intcmcw, he tried hard to 
explain that he had a mind of his own and that he intended to allow 
no extraneous interference in the administration, Rut he hastened to 
add that he would not pick a quarrel with Bakshi Ghulam Moham¬ 
med just to convince his critics. Unfortunately, however, not even Mr 
Shamsuddin’s friends take this statement seriously, not to speak of his 
critics, who attack him merely on the ground that he is Bakshi 
Ghulam Mohammed’s ‘shadow’. From this it should follow that any 
arrangement under which Mr Shamsuddin continues to be the head 
of the government would be unpopular,. . A National Conference 
government headed by Mr Sadiq would certainly be more popular 
than the present one. But judging from the present mood of the Kash¬ 
miri people, the change would not be considered adequate,,. First, 
Mr Sadiq and his associates have neither a hold on the National Con¬ 
ference nor a tremendous mass appeal They are honest and honour¬ 
able men, and in their hope of displacing Bakshi Ghulam Mohammed 
they depend entirely on New Delhi and Mr Nehru, Secondly, they 
had been members of the Bakshi regime for long periods, not once but 
twice... At any rate, in all fairness, Mr Sadiq and his friends cannot 
claim credit for all the good things that happened during the Bakshi 
Ghulnm Mohammed regime, and many good things jiave happened, 
including an impressive economic advance, and disclaim re,sponsibility 
for all the bad things, All this brings one back to the ‘clean sweep’ 
and the ‘complete break with the past’,.. But it is recognized that 
the time and opportunity for such a drastic step has passed. 

In the absence of any freely elected representatives of the 
people of Ka.shmir, Sadiq, Mir Qasim, and a few other leaders of 
the National Conference were the only men whom the central 
government could trast to form another government in Kashmir 
that would be loyal to India. And .so, on 28 February, Shamsud¬ 
din wa,s replaced by Sadiq. Ka.shmiris saw the advent of Sadiq 
and his new government as a mere changing of the guard. Apab 
commented in an editorial! 

More or less the same people will come back who have been in 
power for a number of years. For this reason the people do not show 
interest in this Ministerial change. .. The main trouble Is that the 
democracy is t.alked about by the ruling party and their yes-men. If 
anybody else t.ilks about it he is painted black .and dubbed an enemy 
of the country. 
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Maulana Masoodi and the other members of the Holy Relic 
Action Committee still did not .succeed in obtaining sati.sfaction 
for many of their demands. For instance, the authorities had at 
first made no attempt to investigate the police shootings on 25 
January, which came to be known a.s ‘Martyrs’ Day*. Aftab had 
noted, ‘Whenever firing is resorted to in any other part of the 
country, the central government takes steps so as to give satisfac¬ 
tion to the people. What sins have Ka.shmiris committed that all 
their legitimate and constitutional demands are being treated 
lightlyp’ Then, when the authorities appointed a commission to 
investigate the .shootings, it consisted of only one man, a sub- 
magistrate of Jammu named Ghulam Mohammed Taq, Within 
a week, Aftd was complaining: 

But people, .so far, know neither where the Magistrate is nor 
whether any inquiries have taken place .anywhere, . . Are we to 
understand that this announcement was only a political .stunt?... 
People had not expressed any satisfaction or joy at this announcement 
because nobody was certain thiit this inquiry would be held according 
to the principles of justice... It was expected that they would invite 
all the people who had any knowledge of the facts. It is a pity, how¬ 
ever, that the people know nothing about it so far. 

A more important demand was the apprehension and trial of 
the ‘real thieves’. On 19 January, Gulzarilal Nanda, who, as 
Home Affairs Minister, was chiefly responsible for the main¬ 
tenance of law and order, promised Parliament in Delhi that the 
thieves would be tried in ‘a week or two’. On 12 February, he 
assured Parliament that he would give the names of the accused 
the very next day. But on 13 February he changed his mind and, 
pleading ‘the public interest’, postponed disclosure of any of the 
name.s. Finally, on 17 February, he named, of all people, Abdul 
Rahim Bande, along with two other Kashmiris ~ Abdul Rashid, 
whom Nanda identified as a man caught running away from the 
shrine about the time the relic was returned, and Kadir Butt, of 
whom Nanda said that he ‘has been coming and going from and 
into Pakistan-held territory and therefore it cannot be ruled out 
that there has been some kind of in,spiration [stc] of complicity’. 
Nanda’s announcement touched off more disturbances in Kash- 
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mir. Maulana Masoodi declared, ‘Muslims of the state are con¬ 
vinced that the real culprit has not been arrested and that they 
have been hoodwinked.’ 

A few weeks later, Maulana Masoodi expressed the general 
discontent of the leaders of the revolution over their unsatisfied 
demands by saying, ‘The mass upsurge all over Jammu and 
Kashmir is the melting of snow that has been collecting for ten 
years. It is now up to us to channel these floodwatcrs to better 
our lives, or let them destroy us.’ But in the subsequent months, 
under Sadiq’s government, the leaders of the revolution were not 
so much destroyed as made impotent by a combination of token 
concessions and delays, In March, Sadiq’s government restored 
to office civil servants who had been dismissed for their part in 
the agitation, and released most of the political prisoners taken 
during the uprising. In April, almost as a direct result of the up¬ 
rising, even Sheikh Abdullah himself was released, and was 
allowed to make a triumphant return to Srinagar and, as a 
spokesman for the Kashmiris, to hold discussions both with 
leaders in Pakistan and with leaders in India. These gestures 
towards Sheikh Abdullah were interpreted as signs that Nehru 
was finally moving in the direction of an accommodation with 
Pakistan over Kashmir. In May, Nehru died, but the hopes for 
this accommodation did not diminish, for Shastri was credited 
with bringing about the change in Nehru’s position on Kashmir, 
and Shastri was Nehru’s successor. And that autumn, on a vague 
charge of corrupt practices, Bakshi Ghulam Mohammed was 
arrested. After eleven weeks, however, Bakshi Ghulam Moham¬ 
med was released. 27 December, the first anniversary of the theft 
of Mohammed’s hair, came and went with no progress made to¬ 
wards a trial of the accused thieves; instead, the central govern¬ 
ment turned the case over to the state government, and it was 
rumoured that the state was only waiting for a politically oppor¬ 
tune moment to drop the charges. Gradually, as the months 
passed, the force of the Holy Relic Action Committee was spent 
and the urgent need that had been felt in India for a political 
settlement of Kashmir diminished. Sheikh Abdullah was put 
back in prison - for, among other things, holding a private meet¬ 
ing with Chou En-lai in Algeria. Kashmir’s special status under 
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the Indian Constitution was gradually abolished, and the state 
was fully integrated into India, August 1965 marked the begin¬ 
ning of a second war between India and Pakistan over Kashmir, 
which soon spread to a second front, in the Punjab. The war, 
though it was short and, for the most part, inconclusive, had 
bitter religious overtones, and whatever its causes - India’s failure 
to grasp the full meaning of the theft of Mohammed’s hair; 
waning hope in Pakistan over Kashmir; India’s uneasiness at the 
new friendship between Pakistan and China; the appearance of 
large numbers of Pakistani infiltrators in Indian-held Kashmir - 
it was generally agreed that after such a war a permanent settle¬ 
ment between India and Pakistan over Kashmir and other 
questions would be a long time in coming, if it ever came at all 


Believers at the Gate 

In Kashmir, I am surprised to find that even now a mention any¬ 
where of Mohammed’s hair stirs up emotions as strong as if it 
were still missing and the conspiracy were still to be investigated. 
(A university professor in Srinagar solemnly assures me that the 
real relic has been auctioned in the international market and 
bought by a devout Muslim who lives in the Middle East, where 
he gives private deedars,) Some of the members of the Holy Relic 
Action Committee, including Maulana Masoodi, are behind bars 
and incommunicado, but in Srinagar I am able to meet Khwaja 
Sadruddin Mujahid, a leader of the Plebiscite Front, and Abdul 
Rahim Bande, who is still the government’s prime suspect, I also 
talk with Abdul Rahim Bande’s successor at Hazratbal, Khwaja 
Nuruddin Bande, and the ascetic Fakir Mirak Shah. 

Khwaja Mujahid is out on parole, granted because he is in 
poor health. Indeed, when I call on him, in a tenement house, 
where he lives with relatives, he seems to be near physical col¬ 
lapse. He is stretched out on a pallet on the floor, and, with an 
effort, raises, himself to greet me, only to sink back onto the pal¬ 
let. I mention to him my research into the events connected with 
the theft of Mohammed’s hair. Although I have received advance 
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personal assurances from the authoritie,s, including Chief Minister 
Sadiq himself, that they no longer have any interest in the 
activities and views of Khwaja Mujahid, I nevertheless ask him 
if he thinks our conversation could in any way jeopardize his 
parole, 

‘I don’t care what the conditions of parole are,’ he replies, in 
vigorous Urdu. He sounds as if he had always talked through a 
megaphone at street-corner rallies. 'I was exiled from Kashmir 
when I was ten and a half for violating the law of the state -1 had 
joined a movement against the despotic rule of the Maharaja. 
That was in 1931, and I’ve been making trouble ever since.’ 

In reply to a couple of questions, he tells me that in 1932 he 
returned to Kashmir from his exile, which he spent in khore, 
and that in the next thirty-odd years he was repeatedly tried and 
imprisoned for sedition - first for agitating against the absolutism 
of Maharaja Sir Hari Singh, and later for agitating against the 
undemocratic state governments of Bakshi Ghulam Mohammed 
and Shamsuddin. (Sometimes the ground for his arrest was trade- 
union activities - organizing the tonga-wallahs, for instance - 
and sometimes it was journalistic activities; he was managing an 
Urdu weekly at the age of eighteen,) He announces that between 
1932 and 1965 he spent, all told, sixteen years in jail. ‘This time, 
they released me only because of my asthma, my ulcers, and my 
heart condition,’ he says. ‘In my last few months in jail, my 
weight dropped from a hundred and twenty-five pounds to eighty 
pounds. You must understand that I’ve always considered it my 
only duty to follow Sheikh Mohammed Abdullah’s lead. It is his 
aim to obtain for the people of Kashmir the right of self- 
determination, Any deviation from the path laid down by him 
has given me a sense of unfulfilment, In 1953, 

Abdullah was unconstitutionally dismissed, I happened to be in a 
government job, and I resigned at once in protest.’ 

I ask Khwaja Mujahid about his reactions to the first news of 
the theft. 

He seems so weak that one would scarcely imagine he could 
sit up, but at this he leaps to his feet and starts marching ex¬ 
citedly around the room. ‘The theft was nothing but a con.spiracy 
to destroy this Muslim centre!’ he cries out, ‘All Kashmiri Mus¬ 


lims regard the Hazratbal Mosque as the second Kaaba. Thou¬ 
sands go there every Friday to pray. We Muslims have the same 
regard for the holy hair that we have for the Prophet (may peace 
be on him) himself, since the hair is a part of his sacred body, and 
when we see it we have a feeling that we are seeing the Prophet 
(may peace be on him) himself.’ 

I ask about what, actually, he did when he heard about the 
theft. 

'The rumour was impossible for me to believe,’ he says. ‘But 
more and more people came to my house with the same report, so 
I went out to learn the truth myself. The streets were full of 
people - barefooted, bareheaded, beating their chests. They were 
rushing towards Hazratbal. In truth, the holy hair had been 
stolen. Maulana Atta Ullah Suhrawardy, a leader of the Plebiscite 
Front, went with me over to Lai Chowk, one of our main inter¬ 
sections. Thousands of people were already there. Maulana Atta 
Ullah Suhrawardy, Maulvi Faruq, and I addressed them. We 
appealed to them to maintain communal harmony. We deman¬ 
ded that the tragedy be immediately investigated, and so we were 
arrested, but our work was continued by the Holy Relic Action 
Committee, Sheikh Abdullah sent a message from jail urging the 
people to maintain communal harmony at any cost, so all his 
relatives, friends, and associates were arrested, on one pretext or 
another. One of these relatives - a businessman not at all in¬ 
terested in politics - was not only arrested but, it has been ack¬ 
nowledged, tortured for days. The theft of the holy hair was the 
result of a deep-laid conspiracy.’ He is off again. ‘Everyone 
knows that the thievery was part of a planned attempt to keep a 
certain political clique of hooligans in power. The clique had 
controlled the government for ten years. The clique engineered 
the theft because it was tottering and wanted to strengthen its 
position in any way that it could. When it was rumoured that the 
clique was behind the theft, the hooligans didn’t have a'word to 
say about it, Some of them just disappeared, and later it was 
learned that they had taken up residence in Delhi. They returned 
to Srinagar months afterwards, and they could travel to their 
houses from the airport only by lying down in the back seats of 
their cars, hidden under bedsheets, and some of them haven’t 
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dared to show their faces in the streets since, The hooligans had 
banked on the fact that the theft would create widespread dis¬ 
order in Kashmir - communal riots, and murder and arson - and 
that they could then stabilize their power by ruthlessly suppress¬ 
ing the riots, but there were no communal riots. The clique had 
always ruled the state by means of the Army - a reign of terror. 
People had been detained, implicated in trumped-up cases, or 
released - at the whim of the clique. People had tried to draw 
Mr Nehru’s attention to the clique, but he had taken no action, 
and the hooligans had been rampant for a decade.’ 

Like Khwaja Mujahid, Abdul Rahim Bande has been released 
for reasons of health, and he is back at his home - a small, modest 
house in the shadow of the mosque. He has a round face, with 
friendly eyes, and, perhaps because he has a white beard, he looks 
older than his age, which is sixty-eight. When I call on him, he is 
wearing a white turban, a long green robe, and a shawl - the 
same colour as his robe - which he continually pulls and folds 
around him, like a man afraid of catching cold. I put only one 
question to Mr Bande: What is tlie present state of the case 
against him? 

'I am often summoned to court,’ he says absently, in Kashmiri. 
‘I go there and am kept waiting for hours, and then I’m told to 
come back another day. They say the case will be resumed on 
another date. The case has already been going on for several 
years, and the judges have been changed again and again. A 
judge used to preside over hearings at the Central Jail, where I 
was locked up. He retired, and another judge took over. He has 
also retired. And now the case is with still another judge. I hear 
that the charges against the two others accused have been 
dropped, and that the charges against me will be dropped, too, 
when the government can safely do it. In the meantime, I must 
go to court, and in the meantime, too, I must not be allowed a 
^f(?</«roftheholy hair.’ 

Mr Bande starts at a sound from the street. He listens for a few 
moments, and then, pulling his shawl more tightly around him, 
goes on, 'I exhibited the holy hair for thirty-eight years, and now 
I’m not even allowed to see it. The holy hair has been a source of 


livelihood and honour for my family, all of whom have served at 
the Hazratbal Mosque over hundreds of years. How could any¬ 
one believe that I would lift a finger against the very source of our 
livelihood and honour? It was because of the holy hair that we 
occupied a position of honour in the courts of Maharaja Gulab 
Singh, Maharaja Ranbir Singh, Maharaja Pratap Singh, and 
Maharaja Hari Singh - all the Dogra rulers of Kashmir. All 
those Hindu kings used to award robes of honour to us Sayids. 
We have been held in high esteem by many of the tourists who 
visit Kashmir. How could anyone be made to believe the charge 
that I committed the theft? I have been implicated in the case on 
political grounds, because I never sided with the embezzling 
politicians-the hooligans.’ 

Almost as soon as I walk into the Hazratbal Mosque, Khwaja 
Nuruddin Bande appears out of the hammm, on the far side of 
the main hall. He has an expansive air, ‘Sahib, Sahib, Sahib,’ he 
says, raising his palm to his forehead and bowing in salaam. He 
continues, in Urdu, ‘I know exactly who you are. It is to friends 
like you that we look in promoting the welfare of this shrine and 
the hair. You’re a big sahib from All India Radio - yes?’ Over a 
black \um and black pyjamas Mr Bande sports a handsome 
black achJ{an, or tunic, He wears the traditional skullcap, and his 
beard is neatly trimmed according to the specifications for a 
Muslim divine. 

Overwhelmed by his greeting, I rather reluctantly explain that 
he has taken me for someone else. 

'Then it is a simple case of mistaken identity,’ he says, with a 
deep, full laugh. 

Mr Bande sets about showing me around Ha7.ratbal. It is like 
many other small mosques, but Mr Bande regards the twelve 
ceiling fans in the main hall, its many hanging lamps, its three 
wall clocks (they do not show the correct time, or even the same 
time), its, red, yellow, and black patterned carpet - everything in 
the hall, In the mosque - as a part of the heritage of the relic. 

I ask if the hair in Hazratbal is the only relic of its kind. 

Mr Bande takes a long breath and says, ‘There are many holy 
hairs in Kashmir. There is a holy hair in Kalashpur, there Is a 
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holy hair in Saoora, there is a holy hair in Andarwara, there is a 
holy hair in Islamabad, and Mr Ansarl, former president of the 
Anti-Corruption Board, also possesses a holy hair, all his own, 
which I have seen myself. He will not show it to many people.’ 

‘Is there, then, some special quality associated with the hair at 
this mosque?’ I ask. 

‘We have deetkn for the public,’ he says proudly. 

When I take leave of him, he is standing near the engraved 
silver doors of the kilra-e\ 1 ms, which are just then being 
guarded by an elderly man with a long, flowing beard. The guard 
is .softly intoning the Kalmd: 'Im ilaha ilkl 'lak Muhammed 
Rasul AM' (‘Allah is the one God, and Mohammed his greatest 
prophet’). 

'A glimp,se of Fakir Mirak Shah, for believers, is like a deedar 
of the holy hair,’ says a Kashmiri friend who is a Muslim. ‘You 
can .see him any time, any day, in his hou.se in Shalimar. He has 
been sitting on the same gaddi, in the same spot, in the same 
room, in the same house, for at least forty yeans, and maybe 
longer.’ 

The entrance to Fakir Mirak Shah’s house, a two-storey struc¬ 
ture near a mosque, resembles a cobbler’s stall: dozens of pairs 
of slippers, leather sandals, clogs, mountain boots, pumps, and 
high-heeled shoes are lined up on the floor. All the way to the top 
of a narrow, dilapidated stairway, people sit, nursing babies or 
tidying up children or eating out of newspapers or tiffin-carriers 
while they wait for their audience, At the top of the stairway is a 
large, bare hall. Here there are more people, all sitting on the 
floor cross-legged. At the far end of the hall is Fakir Mirak Shah, 
in a white turban and a loose wheat-coloured robe. He is old and 
small and bearded, and his expression is stern. He is .sitting up¬ 
right on a gaddi, In one hand he holds a cardboard box of inccn.se 
sticks, which he nervously waves about like a wand. Men, 
women, and children, a few at a time, move across the floor to his 
gaddi They receive blessings, make offerings, , and then move 
away. Eventually, I am one of the circle around his gaddi ‘I do 
not distribute any charm.s, he is saying, in Urdu. ‘I offer prayens, 
which are as a pinch of dust. This place where I am squatting is 


the seat of my spiritual preceptors. I have sat on this gaddi .since 
childhood. My ancestors migrated from Ka.shan, Tffie first to 
come over and settle here was Sayid Habib Ullah Ka.shan. I be¬ 
long to the family of Sayids, and am a descendant of the Prophet. 
Listen to my siMlah [Urdu for ‘genealogy’]: Fakir Sayid 
Mirak Shah Talib II, Abdul Qadus Shah Talib Sheikh II, Abdul 
Qadir Talib, Lai Shah Sahib Talib, Rasul Sahib Ludhianvi Talib, 
Sheikh Mohammed Ganai Talib, Shah Mohammed Faraq 
Qalandar, Mir Sayid Ali Hamdani, Hazrat All, Hazrat Moham¬ 
med ...’ The names of his ancestors now come so fast that some¬ 
times it is difficult to catch more than a syllable and other times 
a name i,s simply a breath, but the people within hearing distance 
listen throughout with full attention. 

He breaks off and turns to me. I tell him that l am not a 
Muslim, but that I had wanted to meet him, because he had veri¬ 
fied the hair. 

‘It was not at all difficult for me to recognize the holy hair,’ he 
says. ‘I had seen it many times before. I knew the exact colour of 
the hair. I knew it to be browni,sh. I remembered even the 
.smallest details about the vial and knew that one side of it looked 
very clean and the other side not so clean. I found the vial in 
absolutely the same condition. But even before I saw the holy 
hair I had an inner vision that testified to the genuineness of the 
hair. My soul had spoken that the holy hair was real. I had a 
premonition that the real hair had been restored to its sanctuary 
even before I saw it. I had a premonition even before the theft 
was committed that the hair would be disturbed, but only tem¬ 
porarily. But the subject is closed, and no one should talk about 
it.’ 

Fakir Mirak Shah thrusts a cup of cfahwa, or Ka.shmiri tea, at 
me, along with handfuls of almonds, sweetmeats, and roasted 
grams - first blessing them, I am not able to take more than a 
swallow of the Kashmiri tea, for it is as sweet and heavy as 
molasses, Descending Fakir Mirak Shah’s stairway, crowded 
with expectant children in the faith patiently waiting to see him, 

I think of ‘Ash Wednesday’, and of another stairway, and of 
other ‘children at the gate who will not go away and cannot pray’. 
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May Peace Be on Them 

‘Edward Gibbon once wrote that if the Moslem warriors had not 
been defeated at Tours in 732 a.d., the Koran instead of the Bible 
would be taught at Oxford and Cambridge,’ the New Yor\ 
Times noted in 1964 in an editorial on the troubles over Moham¬ 
med’s hair. The editorial went on to say: 

At that point in history, the Moslems were embarked on holy war. 
They were not the first or last to do so: other religions before and 
after Mohammedanism have gone to war against ‘infidels’. Today we 
do not think of the doctrine of Jihad in terms of the sword; more 
peaceful forms of religious persuasion have come into practice. Re¬ 
ligious war, in common with war for other causes, is now considered 
oteolete. 

There are echoes of the past, and portents for the present, in the 
demonstrations reported from Srinagar... 

Of course, the Kashmir question itself, and the rivalry between 
India and Pakistan, looms in die background of the religious dem¬ 
onstrations. 

By 1965, India and Pakistan were fighting an actual, if perhaps 
obsolete, war, not only in Kashmir but in the Punjab - a war that 
threatened to spread throughout the subcontinent, And yet 
Kashmir had enjoyed a long tradition-maintained even during 
the worst days of the demonstrations over the hair - of exemplary 
religious tolerance. In 1895, Sir Walter Lawrence, in his famous 
work The Valley of Kashmir, wrote of this tolerance; 

Kashmiri Sunnis are only Musalmans in name. In their hearts they 
are Hindus, and the religion of Islam is too abstract to satisfy their 
superstitious cravings, and they turn from the mean priest and the 
mean mosque to the pretty shrines of carved wood and roof bright 
with iris flowers where the saints of past time lie buried. They like to 
gaze on the saint’s old clothes and turban, and to examine the cave 
in which he spent his ascetic life. In connection with the suggestion 
that the Kashmiris arc at heart Hindus, it may be mentioned that 
certain places are held in reverence by Hindus and Musalmans alike. 
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As an instance, at Fattchpura in the Vernag Ilaka, and at Waripura 
in the Magam Ilaka, I have seen the imprint of a foot in a stone wor¬ 
shipped by the Musalmans as Kadara-i-Rasul (the Prophet's footprint), 
and by the Hindus as Vishna pad (Vishnu's foot). , . It was only 
natural that the Musalmans, when they were converted to Islam, 
should cling with tenderness to the old religious places, and should 
adopt sacred spots already familiar to the countryside. . . Certain 
ideas are common to the Hindus and Musalmans of Kashmir, but I 
attribute much of the delightful tolerance which exists between the 
followers of the two religions chiefly to the fact that the Kashmiri 
Musalmans never really gave up the old Hindu religion of the country. 
There are two reasons for this tolerance which should be mentioned. 
In the first place, the strict prohibition of kine-killing removes one of 
the principal causes of ill feeling, and, in the second place, the strong 
rule under which the people have lived for generations would not 
brook any quarrelling between Hindus and Musalmans. A govern¬ 
ment which maintained State Mullahs to celebrate marriages and 
farmed out the right of celebration was not likely to allow any signs 
of intolerance or fanaticism, and a revivalist in the old days would 
have met with short shrift. 

Today, however, in divided Kashmir, most of the ‘delightful 
tolerance’ has gone. Through the years of religious and political 
turmoil, many people, here and elsewhere, have believed that a 
solution to the problem of Kashmir would take India and 
Pakistan a long way towards peace. Proposed solutions include 
administrative reform, cession of Kashmir to Pakistan, inde¬ 
pendence for Kashmir, maintenance of the status quo, dilution 
of the Muslim majority by resettling Hindu refugees in the 
Valley, and accommodation with Sheikh Abdullah. As I make 
my way around Kashmir, I keep hearing more about each of these 
proposals, and I set them down here in turn, 

Administrative reform: Karan Singh would have the Indian 
government integrate the predominantly Hindu Jammu with 
the adjacent territory of Himachal Pradesh (a weak sister in the 
Indian Union) and make the predominantly Muslim Valley a 
separate Indian state. Karan Singh explains that this is only an 
interim solution (he says he does not know what the ultimate 
solution should be), but he argues that’ it would at least put an 
end to the present unwieldy state administration, which, to 
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please both Hindus and Muslims, is ruled in the winter from 
Jammu and in the summer from Srinagar, though Kashmir 
lacks even the convenience of an all-weather road between the 
two capitals, The proposal has come under attack from a great 
many Indians. ‘If Karan Singh’s plan were to go into effect,’ one 
critic tells me, ‘it would mean that the population of the new 
.state of Kashmir Valley would be over ninety per cent Muslim, 
Such a communal solution would be the thin edge of the wedge 
that would eventually sunder the Valley from India. As for 
administrative problems, the road connecting the winter and 
summer capitals should soon he functional all year round.’ 

Cession to Pakistan: One Kashmiri Muslim who would have 
the Valley join Pakistan says, ‘The argument is made that there 
would be political and religious chaos in India if Kashmir were 
allowed to join Pakistan, or even if it were given independence. 
It is said that Plindus would retaliate against Muslims in India 
and that parts of India would fight to secede. Maybe so, but why 
should we Kashmiris care what happens to India? Wliy should 
we care about chaos in India? We have chaos here now. By 
geography and by religion, we are connected with the Islamic 
people who inhabit all the area from Kashmir to Morocco. One 
day, these Islamic people as a nation arc going to rule the world.’ 

Independence for Kashmir: A Kashmiri Muslim in favour of 
this course explains, ‘We Kashmiri Muslims arc very different 
from both Indians and Pakistanis. The Muslims who originally 
came to Kashmir came from Central Asia through Ladakh, Our 
culture today still hears distinct marks of Central Asian influ¬ 
ence, The domes and arches in our architecture arc like those to 
be found in Tashkent and Samarkand. Kashmiri Muslims have 
more in common with the Buddhists of Ladakh and Tibet than 
they have with the Muslims of India or Pakistan. Buddhists put 
a great deal of emphasis on relics. They revere Buddha’s teeth, 
his nails, his hair. We worship the relics of our Prophet (may 
peace be on him). They say since the second Indo-Pakistan war 
that no Indian government could give us independence and 
remain in power, and also that even if we somehow got our 
independence we would not be independent for long - we would 
vote to join with Pakistan. This may be true, but the Indian 


government might be able to test us by giving us independence 
in stages and then we would grow so used to being independent 
that we wouldn’t take any vote to join Pakistan.’ 

Maintenance of the status quo: Arguing this view, a central- 
government officer on loan to the Sadiq government says, The 
status quo, the division of Kashmir at the present cease-fire line, 
will be accepted in time, as division has been accepted in Korea 
and Germany, In fact, there is a question in my mind whether 
Pakistan really wants a change in the status quo, Already, East 
Pakistan, which is separated from West Pakistan and Kashmir 
by about a thousand miles of Indian territory, resents the wealth 
and power of West Pakistan, and some people believe that Ea.st 
Pakistan would rather be with India. Annexation of Kashmir to 
Pakistan could have the effect of pushing East Pakistan into 
India’s arms. You might well ask, then, why Pakistan has kept 
the Kashmir question alive all these years. Because Pakistan 
hoped to break up the Indian Union by fanning the fires of 
comrnunalisra. On our side, we made a mistake in continuing 
here the anachronistic British policy of gold and guns for all 
border areas; India poured money into Kashmir and then sent 
in the Army, which helped keep bad state governments in 
power, Even if we grant that there is mass discontent in Kashmir 
today, it has always been there, and we .still have time to deal 
with certain basic grievances. In any event, what alternative do 
we have to the status quo? If we ever let go of Kashmir, wc 
might as well give all of Ladakh to the Chinese. The best access 
to Ladakh is through the Valley, and though India could, at 
great expense, build a road to Ladakh that would not go through 
the Valley, Ladakh could never be militarily secure without 
Kashmir, You might say, “Then give up Ladakh, too.” But a 
nation doesn’t go about giving up territory just like that. In any 
case, the majority of the Ladakhis want to stay with India, and 
they count on us. Are they just to be sacrificed? ’ 

Dilution of the Muslim majority: A proponent of this policy 
say.s, ‘Nehru always had moral qualms about Kashmir, and in 
spite of all his talk about Kashmir’s being part of India, he kept 
Kashmir cordoned off. The only Hindus whom Kashmiris ever 
got to know were government officers and soldiers. He should 
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have resettled the Hindu and Sikh refugees from Pakistan here; 
they would have solved the problem once and for all. Then you 
could have held ten plebiscites in Kashmir and the state would 
have voted for India every time. But Nehru was a victim of his 
scruples. He sat on the problem, and, being a great man, he 
could sit on a problem. There is still time for us to outnumber 
the Muslims.’ 

Accommodation with Sheikh Abdullah: One of the small 
minority of Indians who have all along considered the Indian 
position in Kashmir immoral and indefensible says, ‘Since the 
second Indo-Pakistan war, the idea of giving Kashmir indepen¬ 
dence has been out of the question. The only solution possible 
now is somehow to win over Sheikh Abdullah. We should tell 
him, "Look, independence for Kashmir is now out. If you don’t 
reach some sort of understanding with us, you’re going to die in 
prison, forgotten. We will give you and your people anything 
short of complete independence. You may, like Sikkim, have the 
status of an associated state, with authority over everything 
except your external affairs, defence, and communications. 
Eventually, a time may come when the government of India will 
let you control even your own external affairs, defence, and 
communications. Of course, it may be too late now for any such 
understanding between India and Kashmir, and you, in advo¬ 
cating it, may be destroyed as the leader of your people, but the 
alternative may be to have your people destroyed in another war 
between India and Pakistan." If Sheikh Abdullah were thus 
asked to choose between gambling on his own destruction and 
gambling on the destruction of his people, he might well choose 
to risk himself -- though a friend of mine at the Home Affairs 
Ministry says that if he were Sheikh Abdullah, he would not 
take any such risk, since, after all, Abdullah has suffered years 
of imprisonment at the hands of India. My friend also contends 
that if Sheikh Abdullah did agree to cooperate with India, he 
would simply lose face with his people and would be out of 
power before the ink was dry on any agreement to that effect. 
Maybe my friend at the Home Affairs Ministry is right. Maybe 
time has run out for India. Maybe Kashmir will always be here 
to prevent any hope for peace between India and Pakistan. Maybe 


India and Pakistan will have to continue spending money for 
defence and preparing for war, and, whether there is eventual 
war or not, maybe the chance to bring either India or Pakistan 
out of poverty will be forfeited. Maybe Kashmir will take India 
and Pakistan down with it in a war,’ 

An outsider’s view: A foreigner says, ‘Perhaps ultimately there 
is no solution for Kashmir other than to choose the least of many 
evils - U.N.-guaranteed Independence - even if that does mean 
a risk of eventual integration with Pakistan.’ 
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Chini Hindi Bye-Bye 

Today) I decide to journey to some of the isolated principalities 
and regions in the Himalayas along the Sino-Indian border, but 
I soon learn that reaching them is not ea>sy. To go as a civilian to 
some of them, one must, among other things, receive clearance 
from several Ministries and give assurances that the identities of 
all officers, civilian and military, and the exact positions of any 
military posts there will not be revealed. I complete the tortuous 
formalities and get ready to go. 

The Himalayas arc the highest mountains in the world. Formed 
in the same geological period as the Caucasus Mountains and the 
Alps, they extend in a broad curve for fifteen hundred miles 
from .southeast to northwest, bordering the Indian subcontinent, 
lying between the arms of the Indus and Brahmaputra Rivers, 
and climbing from the northern Indian plain in three intricate 
parallel chains - the Outer Himalayas, the Lesser Himalayas, 
and the Greater Flimalayas - which become successively higher, 
until the mountains buttress the .southern face of the Tibetan 
plateau. The Outer Himalayas are no more than three or four 
thousand feet high, but the peaks of the Greater Himalayas reach , , 
nearly thirty thousand feet. Because of monsoon winds from the ^ ^ 

Indian Ocean, parts of the Outer and Lesser Himalayas arc - • 

drenched in as much as a hundred and twenty inches of rain a 
year, and because of cold winds from Central Asia parts of the 
Greater Himalayas are frozen in perpetual snow, (The word 
'himalaya' is Sanskrit for ‘abode of snow',) In the Himalayas, 
glaciers descend as low as eleven thousand feet, and earthquakes 
and avalanches arc frequent. Most of the major Indian rivers - 


the Jhclum, the Chenab, the Ravi, the Sutlej, the Beas, the 
Yamuna, the Ganga, the Sarda, the Gogra, the Gandak, the 
Kosi, the Tista, and the Subansiri, as well as the Indus and the 
Brahmaputra - have their sources in the Himalayas, where, 
together with .smaller rivers, they irrigate valleys inhabited 
mostly by tribal people who, shut away from the outside world, 
have preserved their ancient customs and traditions. For the 
Hindus, who have always worshipped rivers and mountains, the 
Himalayas are more than mountains; they fi^re in the Hindu 
sacred writings not only as the source of the Ganga but also as 
the home of the old gods, Most Westerners who have travelled 
to the Himalayas have fallen under their spell. W, Crooke, an 
Englishman who lived in India in the nineteenth century, de¬ 
scribed with rapture the dramatic spectacle of the Himalayas 
seen from different places and at different times and seasons, 
and viewed in the light of Hindu religious mythology: 

We have a scene which only a poet or painter could depict ~ a 
chaotic mass of mountains, thickly wooded hillsides seamed with deep 
ravines, dark blue ranges piled one beyond another; and, as a back¬ 
ground to the landsciipe, the immense snowy peaks, never trodden by 
the foot of man; the evening falls and they fade slowly into the 
darkening sky, peopled by innumerable stars,,, As the mists dissolve 
from the lowlands, we have an unrivalled panorama of wood and 
silver streams encircled by rocky or forest-covered hills, now glowing 
with the amber tints that accompany the fall of the leaf, now at night 
lit by the fierce glare of a jungle fire, and here and there in the 
distance the emerald green of rice or wheatficlds. Grander still is the 
first burst of the monsoon, when the water-laden clouds from the 
ocean impinge on the mountain barrier and pour a deluge over the 
lower hills, setting every rivulet in flood, and sometimes bearing down 
the wooded hillsides in a chans of ruin. By and by the damp billows 
of fog roll up from the valley and shroud the landscape' in an im¬ 
penetrable pall of vapour. 

All this, to the Hindu of the Plain, is the land of myth and mystery, 
a,ssociated with the mn.st ancient and sacred traditions of his race. 
Here live his deitie,s, each in a paradise of his own, on the summits of 
the trackless peaks, Here the Pandavas fa legendary family of heroes 
and demigods] .sought a way to heaven amidst the eternal snows, and 
in dark caves and secluded hermitages the sages of the old world 
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puzzled out the secrets of life and time. In sequestered valleys, deep 
amid the bosom of the hills, were shrines, like Kcdariiath and Badar- 
inath, which were far beyond the range of the Pathan and Mughal 
who raided and ravished in the Plain below,,. Every rock and 
spring and stream is the home of some legend told by the forefathers 
of the people. 

The Himalayas have always served India as a natural barrier 
against invasion from the north. The kingdoms of Nepal and 
Bhutan and the Protectorate of Sikkim, lying within these 
mountains, have, with Tibet, the ‘forbidden land’ of fable, pro¬ 
vided an additional shield. The conquerors of India - Aryans, 
Macedonians, Moguls, Persians - came not through the Hima¬ 
layas but through a corridor in the northwest leading from Cen¬ 
tral Asia, and after the partition of India the defence of this 
corridor became the concern of Pakistan. 

The dominion over Tibet, at first military and then political, 
established by the People’s Republic of China within several 
years of its founding, in 1949, made parts of the Himalayas a 
common frontier between India and China, and through the 
fifties and early sixties the two powers were engaged in a con¬ 
tinuing quarrel over territories along the Sino-Indian border: 
over the North East Frontier Agency, or NEFA, in the Assam 
Himalayas; over Ladakh, in the Punjab Himalayas; and over the 
so-called Middle Sector, in the Kumaun Himalayas. Topo¬ 
graphically, the curve of the Himalayas is divided into four sec¬ 
tions - from east to west, the Assam Himalayas, the Nepal 
Himalayas, the Kumaun Himalayas, and the Punjab Hima¬ 
layas. NEFA is the northeast frontier of India, and Ladakh, 
which is the easternmost district of the state of Jammu and 
Kashmir, constitutes part of the northwest frontier, Both China 
and India tried to establish their claims to these two territories 
by appealing to place names, to old maps, to old treaties, and, 
more generally, to religious and racial affinities. Various argu¬ 
ments were marshalled in official letters and diplomatic notes 
and in extensive reports, some of which covered the history of 
Sino-Indo-Tibetan relations for two thousand years. The Sino- 
Indian discussions that began in the fifties were so vague in their 
early stages that it was difficult even to grasp exactly what areas 
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were being disputed. In any event, neither side pressed its 
claims decisively, partly because at this time the Chinese were 
still busy extending their dominion over Tibet, and partly be¬ 
cause the Indians did not as yet attach any great importance to 
NEFA and Ladakh, which, even during the expansionist 
period of the raj, were considered so primitive and remote that 
most of the time they were left alone, being visited only by occa¬ 
sional parties of explorers, climbers, or surveyors. Then, in 1954, 
China consolidated her political hold on Tibet and concluded 
with India a treaty known as the Agreement for Trade and 
Cultural Intercourse, The spirit of this treaty was embodied in 
the preamble, which set forth the so-called Panch Shila, or Five 
Principles, whereby the two powers agreed to refrain from in¬ 
terfering in each other’s internal affairs, to respect each other’s 
territory and sovereignty, to work towards each other’s benefit, 
to forswear aggression, and to adhere to the ideal of peaceful 
coexistence. Soon after the treaty was signed, however, the In¬ 
dian government received reports that a Chinese patrol was 
camped in Barahoti - a barren area two miles square and sixteen 
thousand feet high, for which the Chinese name was Wuje - in 
the Middle Sector. India dismissed this violation of the Panch 
Shila as of no importance and accepted a Chine-se suggestion 
for a discussion about the Indo-Tibetan border. Prime Minister 
Chou En-lai thereupon began a series of visits to India to take up 
with Prime Minister Nehru the Chinese claims not only to Bara¬ 
hoti but also to a total of over fifty thousand square miles of 
territory in NEFA and Ladakh. Chou En-lai, as part of China’s 
claim to NEFA, challenged the validity of the McMahon Line, 
the eastern Indo-Tibetan border from Bhutan to Burma; this had 
been designated by Sir Henry McMahon, who had led the 
British delegation at the 1913-14 Simla Conference - a meeting 
that was held to determine Indo-Tibetan and Sino-Tibetan 
boundaries and was attended by all three interested powers. 
While the discussions between Nehru and Chou En-lai were in 
progress, India, which had only scant forces in the disputed 
areas, was startled to discover that the Chinese had clandestinely 
built a motorable road across the Aksai Chin, a plateau in 
Ladakh. This road gave the Chinese a relatively convenient 
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overland approach ro Tibet from Sinkiang, dc facto control of 
twelve thousand square rnllcs of Indian-claimed territory m 
Ladakh, and an excclicnt base for military operations in thc rest 
of Ladakh, The Indians belatedly set up military and adnnnis- 
trative posts of their own in Ladakh, and in i959> the 
time when the Chinese completed their absorimon oHibet, and 
wben tbc: Dalai Lama, the spiritual and political ruler of Tibet, 
sought and received asylum in India, there were serious dashes 
between Chinese and Indian troops. The Indian troops got die 
worst of it, and Nehru was roundly attacked in die Indian 
Parliament for allowing himself to be duped by the Chinese for 
five years into a one-sided oliservance of tlie Panch Shila. He 
vpmtc to Chou En-lai, ‘Reports have reached us that some 
Chinese officers in Tibet have repeatedly proclaimed that the 
Chinese authorities will before long take possession of Sikkim, 
Bhutan, Ladakh, and our North East Frontier Agency. I do not 
know what authority they had to make these remarks, but I 
would like to draw Your Excellency’s attention to them, as 
those remarks have naturally added to the tension on the from 
tier.’ Tibetan refugees had started arriving in India and were 
saying that China regarded NEFA, Bhutan, Sikkim, Nepal, 
and Ladakh as her own, referring to them as the five fingers of 
her Tibetan hand’. Despite the 1059 military clashes and many 
more in the next three years, Nehru rcmainal pubhcly uncom 
cerned about the Chinese claims, and so did V. K. Kiishna 
Mcnon, who was India’s Defence Minister from 1957 f 
(Menon was also India’s representative at the United Nations 
from 1952 to 1962.) When, in the summer of 1962, the Clmcx 
made their strongest border incursions thus far, Mcnon dis¬ 
missed them as nothing more than a htt c )ostling, and .said 
that all was well on the Sino-Indian border. Nehru said that 
India would not on any account engage in a war with China, 
that nothing would be allowed to disturb the nstoric peace 
existing between India and China, that he would rather ndia 
‘sank and died’ than that she should become a wmp follower 
of a military bloc’, and that if China and India eva found 
themselves at war Pakistan would take 
vade India. It was said that Nehru and Mcnon had thought 


from the beginning of the controversy that India’s main enemy 
was Pakistan, and had believed that If China and India ever 
did find themselves at war the Soviet Union would come to 
India’s rescue, as a reward for India’s neutrality in the Cold 
War. 

On 8 September that same year, the Army of the People’s 
Republic of China crossed the McMahon Line at Thag La Ridge 
(‘/fl’, which is sometimes used as a suffix, means ‘pass’), and on 
20 October it invaded India, moving down through the passes 
and over the trails that led out of Tibet. The Chinese not only 
attacked NEFA but also overwhelmed and captured several 
military outposts in Ladakh and breached the border of the 
Middle Sector in and around Barahoti. During the first few 
days of the invasion, the Chinese took posse,ssion of strategic 
passes at both the eastern and the western ends of NEFA, put¬ 
ting themselves in a position to encompass the whole of it. In 
Ladakh, coming, guerrilla-fashion, westwards from Tibet and 
southwards over the Karakoram ranges from the province of 
Sinkiang, Chinese troops took possession of the trails running 
along the important Indus and Shyok Rivers, and thus gained 
control of Chip Chap Valley, the Lake, Pangong area, and the 
village of Dcmchok - which is to say, the whole of eastern 
Ladakh, from north to south, The capture of this territory put 
them within reach of Leh, the capital of Ladakh and the key to 
the Indian defence of eastern Kashmir. India, fearing for her 
survival, resisted as well as she could, and the two countries, 
which together represented a third of the world’s population,, 
and which since the Chinese absorption of Tibet had shared a 
twenty-two-hundred-mile frontier, were at war, in a confusion 
of irregular slopes and sheer ridges anywhere from fourteen 
thousand to twenty-one thousand feet high and perpetually sub¬ 
ject to sudden landslips and avalanches. 

The Indian Army, thanks to the many Gurkha, Sikh, and fat 
regiments that had fought in World War II, had an illustrious 
reputation, but since Independence it had been weakened'by the 
loss of its British officers, by the difficulty of finding and train¬ 
ing successors to them, and by bureaucratic, political, and finan¬ 
cial problems, and it had also become a victim of the religious, 
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racial, regional, and linguistic schisms besetting the country at 
large. The Army had a total strength of four hundred and'fifty 
thousand men, and a substantial portion of them were deployed 
along the West Pakistan border; if it had not been for the 
enmity with Pakistan, it was said, the Army might well have 
disintegrated by that time. India did not feel that she could 
safely divert her troops to the fronts opened up by the Chinese, 
and the beginning of the invasion found the Indian Army with 
just one division, of between twelve and fifteen thousand men, 
in Ladakh; two or three divisions in the plains of the state of 
Assam; only a semi-military police force in NEFA; token de¬ 
fences in Sikkim; and not so much as a platoon in Bhutan, 
which, though it had hundreds of miles of common frontier 
with Tibet, had consistently refused Indian offers of military 
aid. As for Nepal, it had been flirting with China for some time 
now, and, in spite of an Indian warning^ that political and 
military penetration follows economic help, its king, Mahendra 
Bir Bikram Shah Deva, had arranged for a highway to be built, 
with the aid of Chinese money and technicians, connecting Kat¬ 
mandu, the capital of Nepal, and Lhasa, the capital of Tibet. 

'[ Moreover, India, having spurned military alliances and pos¬ 
sessing scarcely the rudiments of an armaments industry, could 
not equip such troops as she had been able to mobilize against 
the Chinese; the soldiers had to make do with single-shot rifles 
of a type used in the Boer War. And the lack of troops and 
weapons was just part of the difficulty. Because the fighting was 
going on across an area of hundreds of square miles, where posts 
might be as much as a week’s march apart, the Army groupings 
of brigades and battalions were futile. Despite an absence of 
good, or all-weather, roads in the mountains, all those supplies 
which were not airlifted had to be taken up by motor convoys. 
Owing to the sub-zero cold and the rough terrain, all types of 
vehicles stalled, and airplanes taking off and landing at such 
high altitudes could carry only small loads. This meant that a 
man fighting in the mountains required upwards of twenty 
coolies to maintain him; even troops ffiat had become acclimated 
to Ladakh by long service there could carry no more than a 
third or a quarter of the weight that they could carry in the 
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plains, and such troops were few. Most of the soldiers were from 
the parched flatlands and had never seen a snowflake, and they 
had been rushed to the Sino-Indian frontier in their summer 
clothes, sometimes without blankets. Then, when snow clothes 
and blankets and other provisions were air-dropped to them, 
the equipment was more often than not lost among the ravines 
and precipices, and the soldiers, already suffering the paralysing 
effects of altitude sickness, were left at the mercy of frostbite. 

The Chinese faced some of the same difficulties of mountain 
warfare, but their Army, whose total strength was estimated at 
two and a half million, was said to have in Tibet seven hundred 
airworthy planes and fourteen divisions composed of warmly 
clad and well-armed troops who either had originally come from 
mountain areas, like the province of Sinkiang, or had been accli¬ 
mating themselves for years to the altitudes of Tibet, much of 
which lies above sixteen thousand feet. It was also said of the 
Chinese Army that its men had gained considerable experience 
of guerrilla warfare in the mountains of Korea as well as on the 
Tibetan plateau, and that it had in Tibet a network of pheno¬ 
menal roads going over theretofore impassable terrain, along 
with a system of forced labour whereby the entire populations of 
villages were conscripted into a sort of ancillary army of coolies, 
who were now believed to be getting supplies to the invading 
Chinese troops with unflagging efficiency. Certainly the Chi¬ 
nese Array had at its disposal a superior armaments industry, 
which had been developed with the assistance of Soviet tech- 
nology. 

Analysts everywhere debated the motives of the Chinese. 
Had they been preparing for such an invasion all along, and had 
they used the many years of discussion as a smoke screen for their 
preparations? A few analysts argued that the Chinese invasion 
was not premeditated - that the Chinese had resorted to force 
only after years of pointless discussion, during which they had 
asked for nothing more than Indian recognition of their control 
of Aksai Chin, and that even now they had attacked NEFA 
only to barter it later for possession of Ladakh. (In any event, it 
was true, as the Chinese asserted, that both Ladakh and NEFA 
had strong racial and historical links with Tibet.) But most 
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analysts argued that the Chinese invasion had been long in the 
planning, and that its purpose was multiple; to pull into China’s 
orbit, or to annex outright, Sikkim, Bhutan, and Nepal; to re¬ 
place India as the leader of the Afro-Asian world; to use this 
international position to purvey Communist ideology; to inflict 
on India a humiliating defeat; and to undermine the Indian 
Union by weakening India’s democratic system, discrediting 
India’s leadership, and subverting the loyalties of the tribal 
people who lived in India's borderlands. According to the 
Chinese themselves, the invasion, like all previous military pro¬ 
vocations, had been the work of the other side. The official 
Chinese Communist press agency, Hsin Hua, declared: 

In the last two years, first in the western and then in the eastern 
sector of the Chincse-Indi.in border, Indian troops crossed the line of 
actual control [presumably where Chinese or Indians had set up 
militaiy posts in order to back up their claims to the disputed 
territory] ... nibbled Chinese territory, set up strong points for 
aggression, and provoked a nimibcr of border clashes. 

Relying on the advantageous military positions they had occupied, 
and having made full preparations, the Indian troops cvcntinilly 
launched massive armed attacks all along the line on the Chinese 

frontier guards on 20 October 196?.... 

The Chinese Government served repented wtirnings in regard to 
the increasingly serious Indian encroachments and prnvoc.irions, and 
pointed nut the gravity of their consequences. The Chinese frontier 
guards all along maintained maximum self-restraint and forhcarance 
in order to avert any border conflict. 

However, all these efforts by China proved of no avail and the 
Indian acts of aggression steadily increased. 

Pressed beyond the limits of cnrlurancc and left with no room for 
retreat, the Chinese frontier guards finally had no choice but to strike 
back resolutely in self-defence, After the in-osent large-scale border 
conflict broke out, the Chinese Government quickly took initiative 
measures in an effort to extinguish the flames of conflict that h.ad 
been kindled. 

The Chinese 'initiative; measures’ to ‘extinguish the flames of 
conflict* took the form of proposing, on 24 October, terms^for a 
cease-fire which called for new talks between Chou Ixivlai and 
Nehru, and, pending demarcation of the border through these 


talks, the withdrawal of Indian and Chinese troops twenty 
kilometres (a little over twelve miles) behind ‘the line of actual 
control’ as it existed before the outbreak of the fighting. The 
Chinese had more than once proposed a similar withdrawal 
during the military clashes of previous months, but until the 
invasion India had insisted, as a minimum condition, that the 
forces of both sides withdraw to ‘the line of actual control’ as it 
existed, in 1949, when, the Indians contended, the Chinese; had 
.started openly extending their ‘line of actual control’ by means 
of military operations. (The Chinese had, of course, been sur¬ 
reptitiously extending their 'line of actual control' since 1954.) 
India now rejected the cease-fire proposals, but the Chinese, 
after a week of straight successes and of a rapid advance that 
met with little resistance, unilaterally stopped fighting. From 
military posts on the various fronts came reports that the Chinese 
were regrouping and were extending their supply roads to their 
newly established forward positions. The Indians used the, lull 
to send supplies and reinforcements to NEFA and Ladakh, For 
most of tlie year, Ladakh, because of its altitude, was accessible 
only by air, and airplanes could fly in and out of its valleys 
during only a few hours of the day. Some parts of NEFA 
could be reached by road, but to supply even such military posts 
as were situated on the best road meant that a convoy of trucks 
and jeeps leaving the corps headquarters of the Eastern Com¬ 
mand, in Tcz[mr (a town on the north bank of the Brahmaputra 
River, in the plains of Assam), had to go to the foothills and 
then lumber up the main hill road, mostly unpaved and climb¬ 
ing almost vertically to Bomdila, which, at nine thousand feet, 
was one of the highest administrative posts in the country; from 
there to Se La, .at fourteen thousand feet, which was India’s 
main defence post in NEFA; and, finally, to the village of Ta- 
wang, which lay in the shadow of Bum La, a pass sixteen thou¬ 
sand feet high - and Bum La was already in the hands of the 
Chinese. This was a mountain journey of two hundred miles, 
which under good conditions might take three days but under 
bad conditions could take as long as two or three weeks. From 
Tawang, supplies were taken up to outlying military posts by 
coolies. 








192 PORTKAIT OF INDIA 


THE HIMALAYAS I93 


The reprieve from the Chinese onslaught lasted three weeks. 
Then the Chinese Army struck again, moving down, where the 
terrain permitted, in seemingly unending columns, flanked by 
hosts of coolies bearing ammunition. In Ladakh, the Chinese 
employed the tactics of the pincers movement to take many 
posts and villages, and to encircle and shell the airstrip of Chu- 
shul - one of just three airstrips in the whole of Ladakh. In 
NEFA, they employed the same tactics: at the eastern end, near 
the Burmese border, they captured the village of Walong and 
started moving south on the trails leading to Tezpur; at the 
western end, marching down from Bum La, they quickly cap¬ 
tured first Tawang and then Jang, a village near the border of 
Bhutan, and after that they concentrated four brigades with 
heavy artillery on Se La. The Indian high command, consider¬ 
ing this pass unassailable, had decided that the Army should 
make its main stand there, and had in readiness at Se La the 
4th (Kitehawk) Division, which had proved itself in World 
War II at El Alamein and at Monte Cassino, and also in battles 
in Burma, and which had just been armed with modern 
weapons, supplied for the emergency by Britain and the United 
States. The battle, when it came, was fierce, but the Chinese 
could not be stopped. A reporter for the Chmtkn Science 
Monitor later interviewed some of the Indians who had taken 
part in the Se La battle, and wrote: 

A corporal gleefully related to this correspondent the following 
story: ... Firing into wave after wave of Chinese - the second wave 
trampling the casualties of the first wave underfoot - the ammunition 
became exhausted. 

Seeing the position was well nigh hopeless, the corporal then 
jumped out of his defensive position - he is a famous Indian army 
wrestler - and advanced unarmed towards the enemy, calling out that 
he was prepared to fight, man to man, 

The Chinese, puzzled by this seeming madness, halted. The cor¬ 
poral was followed by all his remaining Indian colleagues, who also 
offered to fight and wrestle the enemy into submission, The Chinese 
Communists are automatons, unused to anything unusual, the Indian 
claimed. They suspected a trap. They retreated. The corporal lives to 
tell the tale and get his hand warmly shaken by the visitor to his 
Himalayan hideout, 


The Chinese ‘retreat’ described by the corporal was tem¬ 
porary. After encircling and trapping the 4th Division and 
capturing Se La, the Chinese troops took Bomdila. This put them 
only eighty miles from Tezpur, with the road to Tezpur lying 
below - undefended, for the most part. Indeed, within a day a 
Chinese contingent had come down into the foothills to an 
Indian checkpoint at the edge of the Assam plains. The entire 
north bank of the Brahmaputra River was in turmoil. That same 
day, two thousand Americans and British were evacuated from 
Tezpur in a period of two hours. Throughout the day, NEFA 
refugees and soldiers were fleeing to the plains. According to a 
Newswee}{ correspondent in Tezpur: 

Just a few days ago I watched a World War I army headed north 
for battle armed only with outmoded Lee-Enfield single-action rifles 
and a few antique Sten guns.., 

The morale of the front-bound troops was high despite their shoddy 
and deficient equipment, Then, as the news of the defeat in the north 
poured in, the first traces of panic appeared. They were exacerbated 
by the arrival of thousands of refugees from NEFA... 

Then the ranks of the refugees were swollen by stragglers whose 
units had been crushed or overrun by the Chinese. U.S, and British 
officials began the evacuation of their nationals from missions and tea 
estates on the north bank of the Brahmaputra. [Assam, besides being 
India’s main source of oil, produces tea in quantities sufficient to earn 
India sixty per cent of her foreign exchange.] ... Still the bad news 
poured in. The Chinese had cut the Indian defence line south of 
Bomdiha,., Truckloads of refugee children rolled off towards the 
Bralimaputra ferry. The children wept. Buddhist monks, refugees 
from tlie monastery at Tawang ,.. conducted prayer services in the 
front yard of a bungalow. 

In just thirty-two days, which included a three-week lull in 
the fighting, the Chine,se in Ladakh and NEFA had routed 
three or four Indian divisions with a strategy that was as bril¬ 
liant as it was weird. Elisabeth Partridge, writing from India, 
dc.scribi'd part of the strategy in the Nation : 

The Himalayan campaign was masterly in conception and auda¬ 
city. ., It was reportedly under the over-all direction of General Lin 
Piao, the Korean Fourth Field Army veteran.., [The Chinese in 
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NEFA] rcgi-niipcd by night, appearing out of the morning mist in 
different positions. They disguised themselves as local tribals; then, 
once within range, pulled submachine guns from under their long 
robes. Using several Indian languages, they called on the outposts to 
surrender, explaining that the Indians were their brothers, only the 
‘impcrialist-aided Indian government’ was their enemy. They also 
advanced with banshee shrieks and firing wildly (ten Indians were 
wounded to one killed) to create the maximum confusion. Indian 
Army veterans have said that the Chinese, man to man, were not such 
formidable fighters as the Japanese, but that ‘they seemed to be 
everywhere at once, charging like screaming madmen’. 

TJic military advances in NEFA put the Chinese in a posi¬ 
tion to cut off the plains of Assam. Owing to an accident of 
political geography, the plains and hills of A.ssam were all but 
isolated from the rest of India by East Pakistan. A very narrow 
gap, called Siliguri, between the northeast tip of East Pakistan 
and the wall of the Himalayas was the only way to reach Assam 
from India. The Chinese had fairly direct access to Siliguri, 
thanks to a road system that came down from Lhasa, passing 
through Chiimbi Valley (a wedge of land between Pjhutan and 
Sikkim) and through Sikkim, and it was reported that they were 
ma,ssing troops at the head of Chumbi Valley an activity sug¬ 
gesting that their next move was in fact to he agaiiust Siliguri. 
l’h(; Indians had strong force.s in the Siliguri area; this was now 
the only place on the entire eastern frontier where Indian troops 
were in a position to give any sort of account of themselves. In 
Ladakh, the danger from the Chinese was even greater. Ladakh 
was a point of contention in the general quarrel between Paki¬ 
stan and India over Ka.shmir; the cea.se-firc line of the first 
Indo'Pakistan war in Kashmir, in 1947-8, had given Paki.stan 
the .subdistrict of Skardu, or Raltistan, in northern Ladakh, 
which was traditionally Muslim, and had left India the two 
other suhdi.stricts, Lch and Kargil, in .southern Ladakh, which 
were traditionally Ruddhist. (The second Indo-Pakistan war in 
Kashmir did not notably affect either country’s position in 
Ladakh.) The situation was complicated further by the fact that 
Paki.stan and China did not agree on tlwir common border in 
Ladakh any more than India and China did on theirs. For some 


time before China’s invasion of India, however, Paki.stan had 
been holding secret talks with China. In India, .some people 
thought that Pakistan was merely trying to reach a border 
settlement with China and was using China to blackmail the 
United States into supplying more arms, but most people be¬ 
lieved that, having failed to get the Vale of Kashmir cither by 
war or through the help of the Western powers, she had turned 
to China, and had planned an invasion of Kashmir to coincide 
with the Chine,se invasion. The subscribers to the conspiracy 
theory could draw upon abundant volatile comment by jour¬ 
nalists and politicians in Pakistan. This comment included, 
among other things, demands that Pakistan seize the oppor¬ 
tunity afforded by India’s reverses at the hands of the Chinese to 
conquer the Vale of Ka,shmir; that Pakistan forthwith pull out 
of the vSoutheast Asia Treaty Organization and the Central 
Treaty Organization, the two Western military alliances to 
which she belonged; and that Pakistan condemn the West for 
its failure to help her gain the Vale of Ka.shmir peacefully in the 
past, and for rushing military aid to India now to defend 
spurious Indian claims to NEFA and Ladakh, and, as a conse¬ 
quence, abetting ‘Hindu imperialism’. In India, it was realized 
that an attack from Pakistan just then would be disastrous, but 
at the same time it was felt that India was in no po.sirion to 
make any concessions to Pakistan; aside from the fact that to 
lose the Vale of Kashmir would render Ladakh indefensible, 
what choice could there be between losing an area that Nehru 
had often characterized, with only a little exaggeration, as a 
de.scrt ‘where not a blade of grass grows’ and losing what was 
renowned throughout, the world as a rich, romantic paradise? 
India therefore tried to present the Chinese invasion as a threat 
to Pakistan as well. Nehru said, ‘There arc all kinds of bizarre 
rumours [about Pakistan]. They have been promised large 
chunks of India... But it surely is obvious that any threat from 
outside, as this is to us, is bound to be a threat to them.’ India, 
like the Western powers, looked to Ayub Khan to restrain the 
warmongers among his countrymen, as he had done in the past, 
but, in the words of a correspondent for the London Observer 
writing from Lahore: 
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President Ayub Khan of Pakistan is not prepared to take the entire 
responsibility for shaping his country’s attitude and policy towards the 
undeclared war between China and India,.. 

In the absence of representative institutions, the Press in Pakistan 
has assumed a crucial and powerful role. It was made crystal clear... 
that the Press had no sympathy for India’s troubles with China and 
that it regarded the Western demand on Pakistan to assure a peaceful 
posture as an ‘impertinence’,.. 

It was always understood that the West did not wish to go against 
India, But the headlong manner in which the Anglo-Americans have 
taken up Delhi’s cause has created the worst possible Impression about 
their motives... 

The Western leaders have held out no hope of a Kashmir .solution 
precisely at a time when they arc believed to have the greatest influ¬ 
ence with Delhi. This is regarded as pure and simple betrayal. 

In spite of the ‘betrayal’, the Western powers were able to get 
Ayub Khan and Nehru to agree to hold talks about Ka.shmir, 
thereby averting any immediate threat of a Pakistani invasion of 
India. 

In the meantime, India prepared for a long war with China. 
Nehru asserted, ‘We arc not going to tolerate this kind of in- 
i vasion of India by any foreign country. This is the first war of 

I irdependent India to maintain her independence, and India is 

r not going to lose this war, however long it lasts and whatever 
harm it may do us.’ In the Indian capital, the municipal authori¬ 
ties awarded contracts for the digging of trenches; householders 
taped up their windowpanes against air raids, much as they had 
done in World War II; and families laid in supplies of food 
and water. All the major cities held rallies to raise a volunteer 
force of a million men to fight the Chinese; instead of the old 
slogan *Chm Hindi, Bki Bhai", meaning ‘Chinese Indian, 
Brother Brother’, the meetings sent up the cry 'Ckini Hindi 
Bye-Bye’. Throughout the country, known Communists and 
Chinese residents were interned. In Assam and West Bengal, 
seventeen hundred Chinese residents were jailed, in accordance 
with the Defence of India Rules, and suspected Communists and 
aliens were assaulted. (Japanese, Vietnamese, and Koreans wore 
identifying badges stating 'We’re Your Friends, Not Your 
Chinese Enemies.’) A National Defence Fund was started, for 


which the poorest village tried to raise a rupee and to which rich 
citizens contributed their jewels and other valuables, (The Chief 
Mini.ster of one state was so successful at collecting for the 
Defence Fund that he was able to make a presentation to Nehru 
of twice Nehru’s weight in gold.) In spite of the upsurge of 
patriotism, however, Nehru’s government was blamed for the 
entire military and political debacle, some analysts saying that 
the generals had given battle to the Chinese indi.scriminately 
when they should have retreated in good order and entrenched 
themselves in positions more favourable to defence. Nehru 
changed his corps commanders and his chiefs of stall, and tried 
to explain why the Indian Army did not have even such essentials 
as automatic weapons. ‘Well, there are many reasons,* he told a 
foreign television interviewer. ‘Our whole thinking was directed 
to peaceful progress - not that we ignored the military side, but 
we didn’t prepare for war, you might say - and we thought that 
even from the military point of view the development of our 
industrial base was important, although it doesn’t bring results 
immediately; from the military point, ultimately, it strengthens 
the military position, So we laid stress on that. Well, before we 
could properly get the results from that this attack came... We 
were mistaken in thinking that such an attack in modern condi¬ 
tions is unlikely, A regular -1 would say it’s not a frontier con¬ 
flict - it is a regular, massive attack on India. And certainly we 
thought that this kind of thing was unlikely... As a matter of 
fact, even after they had started hitting us, or, rather, just before, 
we still - maybe we’re foolish -- we did not expect them to hit us 
in a massive way.’ Some military experts were unconvinced by 
Nehru’s statement that the emphasis on economic development 
was largely responsible for India's rout; they insisted that thirty 
thousand troops, or just one fifteenth of India’s standing army, 
could have held the line in NEFA if they had been armed with 
automatic weapons and acclimated to the mountains. Menon 
was the first target of the critics. Frank Moraes wrote in an edi¬ 
torial in the Indian Express, ‘Mr Menon is now left with no alibi 
for inaction. He is... left naked to his friends and enemies. The 
. future of peace, socialism, and democracy, he now asserts, 
depends upon good will between the Chinese and ourselves. But 
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it is no longer a question of peace, socialism, and dcmocraq. It is 
a question of India’s survival’ Nehru was forced to demote 
Mcnon to a minor portfolio and then to drop him from the 
Cabinet altogether, thereby, In the opinion of some, saving bs 
•overnment. (Miss wrote in the Nilm, Most ob- 

servers here believe that a military coup was averted or. y 
Mr Nehru gave way to popular demand; he sacked Krishna 
Mcnon and put India on a war footing. Even now, if Mr Nehru 
shows any weakness, there could still be a military takeover. 
Pakistan and Burma, like a number of underdeveloped countries 
on other continents, had already .succumbed to military control) 
But when Nehru’s critics pressed him to make a fomal declara¬ 
tion of war, and also to take India’s ease to the United Nations, 
he refused to do either, saying that he did not wi.sh to activate 
any Sino-Soviet alliance. (A formal declaration cou d have put 
into effect the provisions of the Sino.Sovict mutual-defence pact 
of 1050.) And when his critics pressed him to recognixe the Dalai 
Lama as head of the governmcnt-iiveKilc of Tibet and to pledge 
military assistance for the return of the Dalai Uma to Tibet one 
day, Nehru again refused, saying that India was not now, and 
never had been, in any position to fight in Tibet; he argued that 
in Tibet all the logistics favoured China, .so that even if India 
diverted most of her resources to the Tibetan cause she could not 
hope to assist Tibet. Still, there was no hiding the fact that many 
of the views and policies long cheri.shcd by Nehru, who was now 
seventy-three and ill much of the time, were in rums, including 
his dream of India’s economic betterment. The Chinese had 
attacked at a moment when most of the economic indicators m 
India were pointing downwards. For instance, in 1959-ffo, the last 
year of India’s Second Five-Year Plan, her national income had 
increased by yi per cent, her industrial output by 10-5 per cent, 
and her agricultural production by 8*i per cent, but in 1961-2, 
the first year of her Third Five-Year Plan - partly because _o 
power, fuel, and transport shortages created by the mdustnal 
expansion of the previous years - her national income had in¬ 
creased by only 2*2 per cent, her industrial output by only 4*3 
per cent, and her agricultural production by only 1-6 per cent. 
To quote Miss Partridge’s article again: 


Thus what China invaded, in fact, was India's Five-Yeaf Plan - at 
a critical moment of economic imbalance.,, As a result of the military 
reverses, India’s planners are now suggesting a defence budgi 
amounting to the astronomical total of sixteen billion dollars in order 
to create a 2.5 million-man military force to equal China’s (the largest 
in the world). 

On 21 November, when the attack was just four weeks old 
and the Chinese stood almost on, the plains of Assam, China 
again unilaterally declared a cease-fire. The organ of the Central 
Committee of the Chinese Communist Party, Jen Min Jih fao^ 
asserted, ‘The growth of the Sino-Indian border dispute into a 
massive military conflict is the last thing the Chinese Govern¬ 
ment and people want... We always hope to live in friendship 
with our neighbour India and are absolutely unwilling to see the 
two countries crossing swords... To resolve the dispute amicably, 
China is ready to exercise forbearance and make concessions.’ 

The cease-fire was as sudden and surprising as the war’s original 
on.sct, and the New Yor\ Times reflected the mystification of 
analysts everywhere when it commented, ‘The decision of the 
Chine,se Communists to call a halt to their border war with India 
is startling and puzzling in the extreme... It is hard to believe 
that anything could have stopped them from moving down to 
the plains of Assam if they had pressed forward. Until some 
satisfactory explanation is ^thcoming, there can only be wild 
speculation on the reasons for Peking’s decision.’ It was felt that 
the least wild .speculation came from military men, some of whom 
had thought all along that the Chinese equipment and tactics, so 
successful in the mountains, could not be adapted to the plains. 

In any case, they pointed out, the Himalayan winter was fast 

approaching. The Christm Science Monitor ‘By the time 

the Himalayan winter freezes the fronts, Chinese Communist 
aggression may well have ‘paid oflP by ousting India from its 
natural defence lines along mountain ranges and incorporating ^ 
them instead in a new great wall of China. India would then be | 

faced in the spring with a choice between starting an all-out | 

campaign to oust the Chinese or accepting the new frontiers.’ 

But once again the Chinese surprised everyone. They voluntarily 
started pulling back. Their forces in NEFA abandoned Bomdila 
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on 13 December, Walong on 20 December, and Tawang just 
after the New Year, and by the middle of January they were 
north of the McMahon Line. However, military men, and many 
members of Nehru’s government as well, continued to believe 
that the halt in fighting was temporary - that .sooner or later, 
perhaps one spring, the Chinese would return. 

But the Chinese, who, in a sense, had already won the political 
war, did not return - not even when the Indians reoccupied some 
of their old positions in NEFA and Ladakh. India, for her part, 
put aside any such impractical idea as raising a standing army of 
two and a half million, but to this day she has continued to fear 
another attack, and to spend - with mixed results - vast sums on 
defence (in 1966 and 1967 she spent somewhere between a billion 
three hundred million dollars and a billion and a half, or three 
and a half per cent of her gross national product) and on the 
development of Ladakh, Nepal, Sikkim, Bhutan, NEFA, and 
Nagaland, a small Indian tribal state in the Assam Himalayas. 
On the one hand, India’s northern frontier remains vulnerable at 
many points:, in Assam, NEFA, and Nagaland some of the 
tribes seem to be showing secessionist tendencies, and a few, with 
the active assistance of Pakistan and China, have actually taken 
up arms against India; in Bhutan there are only twenty thou.sand 
troops, most of them with rudimentary training, and although 
the mountains and the absence of roads make it unlikely that the 
Chinese will pour into the kingdom in great numbers, Bhutan 
remains particularly vulnerable; in Nepal the government’s 
position of neutrality, combined with a ruthless suppression of 
political opposition, has led some people to fear that Nepal may 
be the first buffer state to fall to the Chinese. On the other hand, 
that northern frontier has been built up at many points: in addi¬ 
tion to the work of economic development, there are, according 
to one estimate, nearly thirty thousand troops in NEFA, Sikkim, 
and Ladakh, with large back-up forces stationed in the plains of 
Assam and of the Punjab (in fact, twenty divisions, or half of the 
total standing army, which now numbers seven hundred and 
fifty thousand men, are committed in one way or another to the 
Chinese front); to supply the frontier troops, and also to open up 
the tribal areas, five thousand miles of roads have been blasted 


THE HIMALAYAS 201 

out in the Himalayas, and these make a considerable difference 
to the troops mamiing concrete blockhouses and sandbagged 
trenches on the frontier, though it is true that landslips and ava¬ 
lanches can still cut them off for weeks at a time. Because of 
China’s recent nuclear tests, the situation on the border is as tense 
as ever. Harrison Salisbury, travelling in Asia for the New Yor^ 
Times, recently began a story out of India, ‘The Indian spoke 
with deliberate precision: "For us in Asia, there have been two 
epochal events in this century. The first was Japan’s defeat of 
Russia in 1905, The second was China’s atom bomb,’” and 
ended it by pointing out that without a strong India there could 
be neither Asian security nor Asian stability, and that it was In 
the interests of many powers, including the Soviet Union, to wish 
India well in the Himalayas. 


i NEFA 

i The North East Frontier Agency, which forms a horseshoe north 
'■ of the Brahmaputra Valley of Assam and south of Tibet, touch¬ 
ing Burma on the east and Bhutan on the west, is a tract of bare, 
craggy hills, huge tropical and alpine forests, steep, rugged 
valleys, and great, cascading rivers, The region is so wild that 
even today much of it can be traversed only on foot, and some 
people have spent a year journeying from one end of it to the 
other. It has an area of 31,438 square miles and a population of 
some four hundred thousand, The land is inhabited by the Indo- 
Mongoloid tribes of Monpas, Sherdukpens, Mijis, Akas, Khowas, 
1 Sulungs, Apatanis, Daflas, Adis, Mishmis, 0 amptis, Singphos, 
Wanchos, Noctes, Tangsas; by the sub-tribes of Thongs, Chaos, 
Nyubbus, Nyullus, Bogums, Bomis, Khambas, Membas, Tagins, 
I Idus, Mijus, Dagarus, Lungchangs, Moklongs, Yuglis, Lungris, 
I Havis, Moshangs, Rundras, Tikhaks, Ponthais, and Longphis; 
j and by the sub-sub-tribes of Minyongs, Kharkos, Shimongs, 
1 Bomdo-Janbos, Panggis, Palibos, Karkangs, Boris,, Mayuns, 
Thangams, Padaras, Milangs, Dalbings, Gallongs, Paktus, Riba- 
Basars, Tai-Padias, Nalobags, Tatar-Tenis, Bokars, Ramos, 
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Mihis, Milhus, Miemras, Midris Mihuis, Mitanongs, Matuns, 
and Mathuns. Tlie people of these tribes, sub'tribcs, and sub-sub- 
tfibes may be distinguished, anthropologically, by their religions 
(ranging from animism to Buddhism), by the bases of their 
economies (farming, husbandry, slavery, barter, handicrafts), by 
their systems of government (ranging from absolute rule by vil¬ 
lage or clan headmen to democratic management by village 
councils), by their types of social organization (some have com¬ 
plicated caste and class structures, and others do not), by their 
family organization (extended family or clan systems, which may 
be, in various degrees, patriarchal, patrilineal, or patrilocal), by 
their marriage customs (there are polyandry, polygamy, and 
many other forms of conjugal relationships, and there may be 
use of marriage brokers and bride money), by their physical 
appearance (skins olive, yellow, or brown; stature short or tall; 
faces narrow or round), and by their style of dress and physical 
adornment (skirts, blouses, blankets, body cloths, leaves; arm- 
bands, beads, earplugs, and cloth, bamboo, or yak-hair head¬ 
dresses; hair knotted, plaited, matted, or shaved, in a variety of 
prescribed ways; bodies painted or tattooed). Some tribes (and 
sub-tribes and sub-sub-trlbes) continue to be known for their 
practices of raiding and feuding, kidnapping and ransoming, 
and hunting animal and human heads - though of late the head¬ 
hunters have, for the most part, been satisfied to collect wooden 
heads. 

Before and during the raj, these hills were scarcely adminis¬ 
tered, or even explored. In 1873, the British formally quarantined 
the hills by introducing what were called the Inner Line Regula¬ 
tions, which forbade all traffic and intercourse between the tribal 
people and other Indians, and from then on, except where a 
punitive expedition was mounted to control any tribal disturb¬ 
ance that threatened to spread to the plains, the hills were visited 
only by a few officers and travellers. After Independence, India 
began a serious attempt to develop the hills, In 1950, the President 
became constitutionally responsible for the administration of the 
ai-ea, which was now called the North East Frontier Agency 
and was divided into five districts - Kameng, Subansiri, Siang, 
Lohit, and Tirap. The actual work of development and adminis¬ 


tration was entrusted to the Ministry of External Affairs and, 
because of the border problem with China, was conducted - by 
the Governor of Assam and, in the field, by a handful of deputy 
commissioners with small staffs of civilian officers - on a ‘top- 
secret’ basis. The policy of the Inner Line was continued, now on 
the ground that while the government was helping the people 
of NEFA to relinquish their barbarous customs and achieve a 
better standard of living it wished them to be protected from an 
invasion of such elements of the plains as usurers, profiteers, 
land speculators, and land-hungry peasants, The government 
declared that once the tribal people had reached a sufficiently 
high level of development the Inner Line would be abolished 
and NEFA would be made a part of Assam. Following the 
Chinese attack, the government speeded up the building of 
schools, hospitals, roads, and garrisons. 

Today, after a flight from Calcutta to Gauhati, a town in the 
plains of Assam, and a sixty-four-mile automobile ride up a 
ti-eacherous hill road, I have come to Shillong, which, as the 
capital of Assam, is the administrative centre for NEFA, though 
separated from it by the valley of the Brahmaputra. Shillong, 
which is set on a hilltop, is one of the hill stations that the British 
created as a refuge for their officers, who wanted to escape the 
heat and dust of the plains in summer and sought temporary 
refuge from ‘the real India'. Unlike most other hill stations, which 
are small resorts with bridle paths and cottages, Shillong is a 
year-round .seat of government, with streets, cars, and large bun¬ 
galows. One of the government officers who live here tells me, 
‘Once you get used to Shillong, you never want to go near the 
plains. They’re full of mosquitoes and things like that. Even if 
you go down, you don’t spend the night there. You always rush 
back to Shillong as fast as you can.’ 

I am here for a briefing on NEFA, so I talk with the Chief 
Minister and the Governor of Assam, and also attend a session 
of the Legislative Assembly, in the hope that it will throw some 
light on the tribal question, (It is my first brush with an Indian 
state legislative assembly, and not an altogether encouraging one. 
To follow the proceedings here, one has to know Assamese, 
Bengali, Hindi and English. This particular morning, the quad- 


i 
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rilingual debate appears to be about a civil servant who has 
tendered his resignation because he was not addressed with the 
respect due him. The Minister for Industrial Affairs is now 
lecturing the members of the Legislative Assembly on the uses 
of Hum' and 'aap' - Hindi for the familiar ‘thou’ and the polite 
‘you’! ‘The whole difficulty arose out of the word "turn". You 
will appreciate that this word is used in various ways, It would 
have been better to use the word "aap". As you know, sir, in 
administration many people use "turn", I am not justifying the 
use of the word 'Hum", but I am just interpreting that for the 
use of this word he should not have resigned, and if he thought 
that the word “turn" was derogatory, his duty should have been 
to report to the managing director, but instead of that he re¬ 
signed,’ And so on,) I talk with a number of officers concerned 
with NEF A, One of them, who is in charge of mapping out ray 
programme, says, ‘You could spend a lifetime going around 
NEFA, but if you want to sec something of the tribal life and 
what we are doing in the way of tribal development, I would 
recommend your going to the Siang district. Economically, it’s a 
representative tribal area, and, as far as the fun the tribes are 
famous for goes, it’s second to none. If you like, you can go to the 
Kameng district, too. The scene of most of the fighting with the 
Chinese was the road in Kameng that goes up to Tawang, On the 
road, you can spend some time talking with engineers and Array 
officers and civil officers. They all have their camps along the 
way. You’ll get a pretty good idea of what we’re doing in the 
way of defences there, You may want to go on to Nagaland, 
where we’ve already had a dress rehearsal for what may happen 
in NEFA,’ 

tie hands me a formidable-looking document headed j 

ItINERAUY for THli VlSIT OF 
Shri Veo Mehta to Nefa 


and signed 


MDTyaoi 
Deputy Secretary (Pol,) 
Nefa Administration 
U/ONo.PLA.n8o-NDA,,,i966 


He also hands me a stapled sheaf of papers headed 'NEFA: 
The Land and the People’, The paragraphs on Siang contain, 
along with straight information (area, 8,196 square miles; popu¬ 
lation, 84,000), such random remarks as i 

One of the most fascinating and exciting parts of NEFA... It is a 
country of song and dance, of hard, eager work, of fine spinning and 
weaving... The northern part is full of high mountains and wild 
valleys with difficult communications. The mountains in the south 
running northeast to southwest stand as a solid wall shutting out the 
Brahmaputra Valley in the plains of Assam. 

Today, I have reached Siang, most of which is jungle. By land 
the journey could have taken five days, but, thanks to an air 
sortie for supplying rations to Along, the district headquarters, 
I hopped the wall of mountains in twenty-five minutes, I have 
just arrived by jeep in a village called Bagra, inhabited by the 
Gallong tribe, It lies sixteen miles south of Along, and it is a 
member of a group of Gallong villages called Pusi Bango, which 
is one of nine groups of villages that make up Siang. It is dusk, 
and I am standing in a terraced mountain field overlooking a 
river. Everyone in Pusi Bango seems to be here, celebrating the 
opening of a new lower primary school, which is the event of 
the year. 

‘Now has come Ved Mehta, a great friend from Delhi,’ chants 
a boy, dressed in girls’ clothes, who is walking slowly around 
inside a huge, slowly moving circle made up of all the people on 
the festival grounds. At every second step, he pauses before a 
man, woman, or child and brandishes, with a flourish worthy of 
an ancient warrior, a long, blunt sword, shaking it so that iron 
discs set in the pommel clash like prayer tongs, ‘Now has come 
Ved Mehta, a great friend from Delhi,’ the boy repeats. 

‘Friend from Delhi,’ chirps the circle, in chorus. 

'He’s come from America, on the other side of the stars, Our 
friend from Delhi.’ 

‘Friend from Delhi.’ 

‘He’s come to see the life on this side of the stars. Friend from 
Delhi.’ 

‘Friend from Delhi.’ 
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‘His mother is Hindu, his father is Hindu, but he lives on the 
other side of the stars. Friend from Delhi.’ 

‘Friend from Delhi.’ 

The chant of welcome, which goes on like a minor saga, is 
rather baffling until I remember how widespread the custom of 
governmental briefing is in India. One of the serenaders, who is 
singing in a charmingly haphazard way, takes me in a bear hug, 
balancing a bamboo beaker full of drink on my shoulder, When 
the greeting is done, my private serenader draws me to a nearby 
bonfire, which has been blazing away throughout the ceremony, 
A man of medium height, a little on the heavy side, he is dressed 
in an old homespun tie, an old, patched woollen coat, old cor¬ 
duroy trousers, and very old suede boots. He has an Indian face, 
and looks to be in his late thirties. He is the Deputy Commis¬ 
sioner of Along, which is to say that he is virtually the king of 
Siang, 

‘Sorry I couldn’t meet your plane,’ he says. ‘It’s not often that 
a plane comes to Along. But I had to be here to open the celebra¬ 
tions for the lower primary school. I hope your jeep ride to Bagra 
wasn’t too rough.’ 

A small girl who has the clear complexion of a hill girl and 
whom the Deputy Commissioner identifies for me as Yapi Loya 
hands me a bamboo beaker, a duplicate of the D.C.’s. It contains 
apon^, or rice beer, which smells like incense and tastes a bit like, 
molasses, 'Apon^ is very good for your health,’ the D.C. says. ‘I 
have a touch of diabetes, and the doctors have forbidden me to 
drink. I don’t keep anything in my house. But I'm always open 
to persuasion. When in Bagra, do as the Gallongs do,’ Around 
the bonfires there are members of the D.C.’s staff - assistant 
commissioners, and other regional and research officers - all of 
them young Indians. Though the weather is only a little chilly, 
they can’t seem to get close enough to the fire. Each of them is 
handed a bamboo beaker, and, under the D.C.’s eye, they drink. 

'Come on, Yapi, Yandra, Yayum, Yadc, Yabom, Yakcn, 
Yaniyak - you girls - let’s have the ponmgl' the D.C. shouts, 
clapping his hands. ‘Dance - the ponung ! ’ 

The people in the field look at him happily, They all have 
high cheekbones, slanting eyes, and flat-bridged noses. Most of 


the men are wearing white dhotis and buttonless black coats, 
swords in bamboo scabbards, and conch-shell-studded leather 
belts. Most of the women are wearing green blouses and ankle- 
length cotton skirts geometrically patterned in black and white. 

The D.C,, fixing red, tigerish eyes on a few girls who are now 
fluttering and hovering around him, continues, ‘Come on I 
Quick, quick, quick! Yapi, Yade, Yandra, Yayum, Yabom, 
Yaniyak, Yaken, you are fined five rupees each for disobedience.’ 
Tliere is general laughter. ‘Ten rupees.’ He takes a draught 
from his beaker. ‘You chaps, get in there and start doing the 
Get those girls. Twenty rupees 

‘Sir, it’s time for the variety show,’ one of the officers breaks 
m. 

‘All right. There’s all night for the ponmg,' the D.C, says, 
and, as if he were opening the variety show then and there, he 
starts singing in ringing tones in a language that, from a short 
time I once spent in Nepal, I recognize as Gurkhali: 

‘0 lads, 0 lasses, where is the road to Bakloh? 

0 lads, 0 lasses, show me the road to Bakloh I 

0 lads, 0 lasses, where Is the road to Bakloh? 

0 lads, 0 lasses, show me the road to Bakloh 1’ 

He repeats the refrain again and again, to expressions of 
pleasure from his audience. 

Soon an improvised stage is ready, the officers and I are seated 
on folding chairs, and the Gallongs have ranged themselves on 
the ground. The D.C., however, paces back and forth between 
the chair-wallahs and the ground-wallahs. 

‘We people of the jungle beseech you to sit down,’ says the 
boy in girls’ clothes, coming up to the D.C. 

‘I am more jungly than all of you put together,’ the D.C. says, 
but he takes a chair. 

The variety show begins with a bamboo-stick dance, which is 
followed by a phy.sicakraining act with dumbbells. The next 
act is a duckbill dance, in which a group of boys wearing rimless 
bamboo hats with long brick-red yak-hair tassels and long duck¬ 
bills that stick out of the top bend over and shake their torsos 
gracefully so that the duckbills dart, bob, and peck. Among the 
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Other acts is a skit centring on bloodthirsty Chinese and the 
heroic role of the NEF A tribesmen during the Chinese invasion. 
For me, the high point of the show is a song crooned in English 
by one of the duckbill dancers, making fun of the modern, 
eman cipated woman! 

‘Fashion I Fashion! But you have no knowledge to do. 

Gazing 1 Gazing 11 couldn’t locate a good quality in you. 

Without knowledge, to indulge in fashion 
Is a matter to evoke laughter. 

Donyi Yanya, you sport long hair and think it your fashion, 

But the sport is a matter to evoke laughter. 

You look fore and hind- 

Sometimes you halt and then go. 

What you gaze at down and above, 

That is a matter to evoke laughter. 

Fashion 1 Fashion! 

You are haughty in appearance. 


For no one will you stand. 

You do not accept the precedence 

Of the elders or the young, 

Fashion 1’ 

As a final item on the programme, a newsreel is projected on 
a makeshift screen, and after a couple of minutes the D.C. says 
to me, ‘Let’s go to the hma^har' 

The hawaghar (‘air house’) is a basha) or hut constructed 
entirely of bamboo, which is the most accessible building material 
in the jungle. It is decorated with bamboo shavings. It has been 
put up as a dining room for the officers and is complete with a 
long table and folding chairs, but instead of shelter it seems to 
provide little more than vents for the wind. 

‘Have some whisky,’ the D.C. says. 'It will warm you up. I’ve 
given orders that as long as I am in Bagra, peons, drivers - one 
and all - should be given as much rum as they can hold.’ 

I accept the whisky, and we drink, to the accompaniment of 
distant voices on a sound track (‘The President of India.,. The 


You take your seat m such a way 
That you give inconvenience to all 
You sit before all. 
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Food Minister of India.,, Mrs Indira Gandhi said today... 
Mont Blanc.,, Plane crash’). At last, there is the steely rumble 
of the national anthem, and girls, among them Yapi Loya, rush 
into the lunpuglutr and busy themselves arratiging huge banana 
leaves on the table. In an instant, the leaves disappear under 
mountains of rice, mutton, and vegetables, Even though all the 
government olficers eat with gusto, they only make dents in the 
piaiks, None the less, the girls, who have taken up stations behind 
the folding chairs, continually heap up more food, as if failure 
to maintain the mountains at their original elevation might be a 
sign of disrespect to the assemlded dignitaries. The D.C. eats 
little and keeps up a stream of banter with the girls. 

When wc return to the field after dinner, the D.C. shouts, 
‘Let there be poiiuiigl' and the Gallongs, who have been eating 
in other bushas, start arriving. The D.C. says to me, ‘Last time I 
stayed up all night for a poinmg was when I went to a village to 
stop an epidemic of cholera. The village was dank and congested, 
and a doctor I took along told me that the only hope was to 
abandon the place. The village council told me that the evil 
spirits were behind the fever and that the only hope of appeasing 
them lay in my taking part in an all-night ponutig, I said I would 
dance all night if they would move out of the village in the 
morning. They said they would if the morning was clear, for 
that would be a sign that the evil spirits had been appeased. We 
did the ponmg iW night, and, fortunately, the sun came out for 
fifteen minutes in the morning. I was able to evacuate the village,’ 
‘Did you have any trouble resettling the people?’ I ask, 

‘No, We just moved them to another ridge. It doesn’t take 
long for them to put up basbas, and basks have to be rebuilt 
about every three years anyway.’ 

The field is crowded now. Under brilliant starlight, everyone 
falls into a winding line and begins a sort of strolling dance, 
going counterclockwise. At the head of the line is the boy in 
girls’ clothes, shaking the sword. As before, he sings, but this 
time In Adi, the language of the Gallongs. The D.C. softly in¬ 
tones the translation for me, 

The boy calls, ‘Aipe akng\a, go got,’ (‘Welcome,’ whispers 
the D,C. ‘ "Go goi" is for rhythm.') 
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‘Go ^0!,’chants the chorus. 

'Teho ne ajar, go go goL .(‘To you people we will enter¬ 
tain. 

‘Gogol? 

'Jarmm gelaja, go gm ..('Wej all the hosts, will entertain 
you...’)^ 

‘Go got? 

^Ane so Higi so, go got, .(‘Here, this motherland, Higi.. .O 

‘Gogol? 

^Higi so iiri so, go goi,,' (‘More beloved land than the 
heart,. 

'Go gof? 

Throughout the dance, the jangling of the sword is echoed by 
jangles from all sides, as if the dancers were shaking invisible 
swords, I ask the D.C. about the mysteriously echoing sounds. 

‘We don’t talk about such things now,’ the D.C. says, with a 
laugh. ‘The government doesn’t even want to admit that such 
things exist. Until recently, some tribal people went naked, 
Sometimes a Gallong man wore a leaf, and a Gallong woman, 
until she had her first baby, wore a belt of brass discs -• heart- 
shaped discs - around her hips. Some women still wear the belt, 

: under their clothes,’ To the dancers he shouts, Vita, ultal' Then 
he says, ‘No matter how often I shout ‘'Vita” at them, I can 
never get them to pon«ng clockwise,’ 

The dance continues into the night. Sometimes a step is added 
or omitted, sometimes the caller is a girl or an old man, some¬ 
times the dancers move in a circle, sometimes they go snakelike 
across the field, sometimes the chorus chants ‘Go go go goC in¬ 
stead of ‘Go go goP or ‘Go goP - nonsense syllables either way 
- but the sound of the melodic call and the response, always in 
the tonic key, and the rhythm and the pace do not change at all. 
The dance is as soothing and hypnotic as a lullaby. 

Yapi, detaching herself from the ponmg^ comes up to the fire, 
where I’ve been standing. Putting her hand over her mouth and 
squinting slightly, she invites me to join the ponmg, But we 
stand talking for a time while she warms herself. She tells me 
in pidgin Hindi that she is from a village called Kabu, near 
Along; that she is fifteen; and that if schooling opportunities had 
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existed when she was five she would now be in the tenth stan¬ 
dard, As it is, she is in the fifth standard in the secondary school 
in Along, The Gallong girls are very free with their own people, 
but with outsiders they tend either to become a little giggly or to 
assume the manner of silent petitioners at court. Not so Yapi, 

When Yapi and I join the ponung-^the D.C. and Yade take 
places beside us in the circle - it has settled down to the song of 
genealogy. 

The leader calls, ‘]ajm tons, tone, ja jin ja, 

‘/tf/Vn the chorus responds. 

‘Melore ogo, ogo, ja jin jj ,. 

‘Ja jin ja,' 

‘TapoloPityi,puyi,jajinja,,,' 

^ ‘Ja jin ja,' 

‘Maboge du}[s, du\e, ja jin ja,,P 

‘Jajinja,' 

‘Pagboggedu\e,du\e,jajinja,,J 

‘Jajinja.' 

‘Rili{k duk, duk, ja jin ja,,,' 

‘Jajinja.’ 

‘Kstiba mba, ruha, ja jin ja ,..’ 

‘Jajinja,’ 

‘Tiji ba ruha, ruha, ja jin ja,.! 

‘Jajinja,’ 

‘MabopaghogadgE,gadge, jajinja,,! 

‘Jajinja! 

‘Danube Isle, Me, jajinja,,! 

'Ja jin ja! 

‘Gipenbaruha,ruba, jajinja.,! 

‘Jajinja! 

(The call translation: ‘In the ancient times,/In the place Top 
Puyi by name,/In the plains,/The human rcsIdcnts/All 
assembled,/All together./An assembly was heId./After the 
assembly,/The human residents,/Separately, into the forests,/ 
Here and there, dispensed.') 

The caller, who is a gaunt old man, perhaps the eldest in this 
assembly, now recites one string of names after another, tracing 
the history of the human residents from the beginning, which 
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must have been very far in the past indeed, The call, in its lengthy 
catalogue of ancestors, resembles the Old Testament ‘begat’s, 
but, whether because the names are so familiar to the progeny 
that the caller is lax in his enunciation or because the names are 
unwieldy and have to be recited fast to fit them into the Pro¬ 
crustean bed of the ponung metre, I cannot make out any of 
them. I have no trouble, however, catching the call of ']a jin ja’ - 
more of those rhythmic nonsense syllables - which seems to come 
each time the leader needs to pause for breath, and I repeat it 
with the rest of the dancers, After a couple of hours of going 
around and about the field, I drop out of the ponmg and return 
to the fire. 

‘The song of genealogy will probably go on for the rest of the 
night,’ the D.C. says, coming up to me. They can do the ponun^ 
for nights and days, and afterwards go out in the fields or the 
jungle and do hard work, and after that they may start the 
ponung all over again. They have extraordinary energy.’ 

An officer who has been dancing throughout comes up and 
tries to say good-night to the D.C. 

‘No good-nights,’ the D.C. says. ‘The lower primary school is 
opening tomorrow. How can any of us go to sleep ? We must go 
on dancing the 

The D.C., probably remembering that I have been travelling, 
orders me to bed, and I am shown into a near-by ksha perched 
on high stilts. As I walk on the floor, which is of bamboo mat¬ 
ting, I fed I’m walking on a trampoline. As I consider the walls 
and the ceiling, which arc of split bamboo and tied with cane, I 
feel I'm back in the hawaghar. And as I lie down on the bed, 
which is of poles of bamboo laid across a bamboo trestle, I feel 
I’m lying down on a table. Tonight, I think, I’m going to sleep 
Gallong style. Yet, though the euphonious 'Ja jin ja's are 
showered upon me like a thousand and one good-night kisses, I 
cannot sleep. I cannot push out of my mind a glimpse I had of 
Gallong life outside the special atmosphere of the festival. 

I was on my way from Along to Bagra, The government officer f 

who was escorting me had to drop off some medicine for a new¬ 
born baby in a village along the way. The village was on a hill- I 

side, and, leaving the jeep below, we walked up a rough slope f 
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lined with baslias. All the kshas were on stilts about ten feet 
high, and all of them were hooded with slanting thatched roofs. 
Each basha had a sty attached to it, and the ‘oink-oink' of the 
pigs seemed to come from everywhere. 

‘Why does each house have a pigsty?' I asked. 

The officer cleared his throat and waved a hand. ‘You know 

- well, there are no proper drains in these areas. You know - 
well, most of the tribes live on the spurs and ridges, for health 
and other reasons, like security, Well, then, don't you know why 
they have the need for scavengers? Most of the hill tribes use pigs 
for the purpose.' 

In front of the bask with the newborn baby, the officer 
hesitated, as though he were afraid to show anyone who was not 
an officer assigned to the tribal areas the inside of a Gallong 
house without first clearing the matter with higher-ups and 
perhaps receiving a permit. ‘There’s not much to a bask,' he 
said evasively. ‘It’s just one square room with a fire in the middle. 

I m just going to go up, leave the medicine, and come straight 
down. Of course, if you want to come up.,,’ 

‘I’d like to,’ I said, but it was now my turn to hesitate. A 
typical bask, it could be entered by either of two bamboo ladders 

- one at the front and one at the side. From my reading, I knew 
that complicated rites were associated with the use of ladders. 
{The Gallongs, by L. R. N. Srivastava, notes, ‘Women enter the 
house by the side ladder and men by the front one. Women are 
never allowed to go in or come our of the house by the ladder 
meant for men. If, by a mistake, which is rarely committed, a 
woman uses the men’s ladder.’) I also knew from Tk Gallongs 
scoldings from the elders of the family. There will be no game, 
the Gallongs believe, in the hunt, no fish in the river, if any 
woman uses the men’s ladder.’) I also knew from The Gallongs 
that the hearth was the focal point of the house, and that com¬ 
plicated rites were associated with it. (‘The side of the fireplace 
facing the entrance is bago, to be occupied by the guests. The 
side opposite to it is nyosi, where the slaves of the family and the 
old men and women sleep; on the left hand side is nyode, and 
on the right hand side is udu. The former is meant for the eldest 
son and his wife. The second son also may sleep here with his 
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wife» if he has one, while the latter is to be ocoipicd by the un- 
married children.’) I asked the officer, ‘Which ladder are we 
supposed to use? And do you know if we must confine our,selves 
tothtbapV 

He laughed, and was somehow no longer the officer. Tou 
would have to bother about hago only if you were a Gallong and 
were going to spend the night here, he told me. He led the way 
up the front ladder. 

As he had said, the hsha consisted of one square room. There 
was an open veranda all around it, but the room itself was dark 
and filled with smoke. More than twenty people were there, 
including some young children, and all of them .seemed to be 
part of the household. At one side of the room, a wizened man 
was chopping wood and a woman of about seventy was sitting 
and winnowing rice, her .short fingers rapidly sifting the grains. 

The rest were sitting or standing in the middle of the room, 
around a huge fire burning in a pit made of stone slabs. Though 
the woman did not leave off her winnowing or the man his 
chopping when we arrived, all of them seemed a little taken 
aback, like schoolchildren surprised by the headmaster. The 
officer and I stood about awkwardly. There were no cots, no 
furniture of any kind in the room. There were only baskets of 
rice and other grain, pots, winnowing pans, and mortars and 
pestles, and the only decorations were wooden heads and animals’ 
jawbones. The young mother served us tea. We downed it 
quickly and left. 

For a long time after I lie down in my basha, I hear the dis¬ 
tant‘/fl of the/JonK/tg. 

In the morning, the ponung stops in order to shift from the 
festival grounds to the site of the lower primary school, a few 
hundred yards away, for the dedication ceremony. The school- 
house, which is surrounded by a bamboo cattle guard, is a small 
wooden structure with a roof of corrugated galvanized iron. It j 
stands between the river and the road to Along, and on the road, ‘ ; 

which the school faces, an immense crowd has gathered, the men | 
and boys standing to one side of the road, and the women and . I 
girls to the other. At the approach of the Deputy Commissioner | 
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and his party of officers;, everyone cries out ’Jai BndP (‘Victory 
to India!’) The D.C., waving to the crowd, which looks fresh 
and relaxed in spite of the night-long ponmg, walks rapidly up 
to the schoolhouse, accepts a sword from a village headman, 
and cuts a bamboo ribbon that has been stretched across the 
doorway, 

The D.C. brandishes the sword and sings out, ‘It’s a good 
thing that the school has opened.’ 

All the men fall in line behind him and start the pmung. 

‘It’s a good thing we have opened the lower primary school,’ 
continues the D.C. ' 

‘Lower primary school,’ chants the chorus. 

‘It’s a good thing we don’t have a bssHa anymore for a lower 
primary school’ 

‘Lower primary school’ 

‘We’ve had a basha in Pufii Bango smee 1950 for a lower 
primary school’ 

‘Lower primary school’ 

‘We’ve had a bashd in Bagra since 1953 for a lower primary 
school' 

‘Lower primary school’ 

‘It’s a good thing we now have a [permanent] lower 
primary school,’ 

'Lower primary school’ 

The D,C, leads the line of men into and through and around 
the three bare rooms of the schoolhouse, the newness of which is 
accentuated by the fact that its windows have not yet been fitted 
with panes. Boys, women, and girls, in that order, dance behind 
the men, following them into and through and around the 
school, and each of the four sections of the ponung does its own 
steps and raises its voices in a separate chorus to proclaim the 
‘good thing’. The old man who led the song of genealogy has 
relieved the D.C. of the sword and has taken his place at the 
head of the line. 

‘This motherland, Higi,io ddo ,..,’ he calls, in Adi. 

‘Hodelo: 

‘More beloved land than the heart, ho delo .. 

’Ho delo,’ 
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‘You people have come, ho dcJo ,. 

‘Ho delo- 

‘From you, it is hoped, ho ddo,. •’ 

‘Hodek: 

‘With bountiful heart, ho delo .. 

‘Ho deW ^ 

‘Way towards little learning, ho ddo,, d 

‘Ho ddo,’ 

‘Light of some knowledge, ho ddo .. 

‘Ho ddo,’ ^ 

‘We hope to receive from you, ho ddo,, 

‘Ho ddo.’ 

Call follows call, praising the gods, the spirits, and the Indian 
government. When the last girl has danced through the school, 
the D.C., his party of officers, and the village headman approach 
a table and some folding chairs that have been set up in front of 
the school, and the rest of the dancers settle down on the bare 
ground. The officers take their seats at the table, but the village 
headmen remain standing in a huddle for some time. They en¬ 
gage in a heated altercation in Adi. Now and again one of them 
addresses a remark to a small, tense boy with pencil and paper 
who is.standing at their elbow, and he immediately writes some* 
thing down. The sun is out strong, and it is very hot. For the 
first time, the people show signs of discomfort. 

‘Come on, let’s get the \ebang going,’ the D.C, says to the 
huddle of village headmen. ‘Do take your seats, I’m ready for 
your bombshell.’ 

‘What’s the delay?’ I asked the D.C. 

‘The headmen are making some last-minute changes in a 
petition. They think it’s going to be a bombshell for me. Prob¬ 
ably they’re also waiting for a progress report on the cooking of 
the mithun, which has to be done exactly when the l{dmg 
finishes.’ Tht mithun, a straight-horned bison of the s[)ecics Hot 
frontalis, is the most valued posses,sion of many of the hill trilx'S- 
men, and I am surprised that this occasion calls for such a 
sacrifice, but the D.C. adds, ‘A feast can’t be grand without 
mithun, and the opening of a pul{l{a school requires a grand 
feast.’ 
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Eventually, the headmen take their scat.s, and the {dang is 
called to order. The first speaker turns out to be the boy with 
the paper and pencil, and he reads his speech, which is in 
English, in a soft, halting voice: ‘Flonourable Deputy Commis¬ 
sioner, Siang District, Along, Camp Bagra. The gams [village 
leaders] and public of Pusi Bango welcome you and the other 
officers. Really we deem it a great pleasure to welcome you on 
this auspicious occasion in this remote and backward area of 
NEFA, and your visit will give us an inspiration in the way of 
development of our school to the fullest extent. We solemnly 
affirm that the great impediments which are the crucial factors 
in the way of our development will be removed and brought to 
light by your visit. We the children of Pusi Bango are highly 
inspired by your visit. The innocent children of this backward 
tango are quite ignorant about the modern civilization of the 
world, as we are the inhabitants of a most remote corner of 
India. Please help us to get ourselves duly qualified to serve our 
motherland. Our tango is one of the biggest tangos in the dis¬ 
trict of Siang, and our lower primary school was established in 
the year 1950, At the time, it was in an early venture state, but in 
1953 government undertook some of the responsibilities of 
the school, and since then it has been remaining in the same 
state, The aims and object of the tango people are those that 
your august visit will enlighten in the functioning of our school 
into a new status, and this visit will remain in the minds of the 
young generation to time immemorial. We the people of Pusi 
Bango are highly pleased to welcome you and with these few 
words we conclude and convey our best regards and wishes to 
you all. ]ai Hindi Yours faithfully, gams and public of Pusi 
Bango.’ 

Other speeches in this vein follow, but they are in Adi, so to 
the voice of each speaker the voice of a Hindi interpreter is now 
added, The D.C. listens patiently for perhaps an hour, and then 
cries out, ‘What is the point of welcoming us now? We have 
been eating and drinking and dancing together since yesterday 
afternoon I Let’s have the bombshell 1 ’ 

An old man, who is introduced as the secretary to the leaders 
of Pusi Bango, stands up. ‘Your Honour, I want to state some 
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blunt facts,’ he says, in Adi. ‘And, Your Honour, f want to make 
a request, We would like our school to be upgraded 

‘This IS the bombshell,’ the D,C. whispers to me. 
and we would like a compounder for Pusi Bango. When 
our people get sick, they have to walk sixteen miles to Along to 
get a pill We in Pusi Bango are many people, We are enough 
people to have a compounder for ourselves here in Pusi Bango, 
and we are enough people to have our lower primary school go 
up to middle English level. We, the gms of Ango, Dojc, and 
Bagra, all the villages of Pusi Bango, would like to submit to you 
this letter, hoping that the same will be sent to the Director of 
Education, NEFA, in far-away Shillong for favour of informa¬ 
tion, Your Honour requesting him earnestly to pay his kind 
attention to this matter,’ 

He now reads the petition! ‘ “To the Deputy Commissioner, 
Siang District, Along, Camp Bagra. Respected Sir, I on behalf of 
the leaders ,of Pusi Bango beg most humbly and re.spectfully to 
approach Your Honour with the following facts and prayers and 
hopes. We have full confidence in our popular government in 
respect to the upliftment of our undeveloped and underdeveloped 
areas, but we are extremely sorry to state that it has paid no 
attention to the upgrading of our school until now. Several other 
schools which are junior to our own have been upgraded, but 
our school is so unfortunate that it has not got that favour from 
our benevolent government to date. We do believe that our school 
is in no, respect inferior to any other school that has been up¬ 
graded. That, since Your Honour has kindly visited our school 
on this happy occasion, we fervently hope and are sure to see a 
much better and brighter future for our school due to Your 
Honour’s kindness. Our is one of the biggest hanioi of 
this district and the enrolment of our school is also not less, 
Should not, therefore, the huge number of our poor children get 
the benefits of a middle English school?’’ ]al Mini!' (At first, the 
demand strikes me as reasonable, hut then I recall that the first 
schools were started in Siang only in 1947, and 
school in Bagra is part of the government’s plan to raise the 
student population of Siang this year to twenty-three hundred, 
.enrolled in sixty-two schools, counting tlic district’s single sccon- 
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dary school, in Along, which graduated its first class, of six 
.students, in 1965. That school, which I have visited, .so far has 
pu{l{a buildings only for the older students, and even these 
buildings, equipped with in.substantial dcsk.s holding a few worn 
textbooks in Assamese, cheap calendars, and Boy Scout jamboree 
albums, give the Impression of being \mcha, or temporary, 
accommodations.) 

‘Without your having asked for a middle English school, I had 
thought on my own, and the government had thought on their 
own, of giving you a middle English school,’ the D.C. is saying 
now, ‘You will have the school within five years. The com¬ 
pounder is another matter, Compounders arc very difficult to 
get, all over India, and we need seventeen more in Siang district 
alone. At least, you in Pusi Bango can walk to Along, but there 
arc people in upper Siang who can’t even walk for a pill. They 
arc completely cut off from receiving any pills. So the first com¬ 
pounders we get will have to go to upper Siang. You must re¬ 
member that India has very limited resources and many demands. 
No right of reply,’ he finishes good-humouredly. ‘The meeting 
is adjourned.’ 

Haversacks made of banana leaves and filled with rice and 
mhkun appear, and everyone is served generously. The table in 
front of the school is piled with huge quantities of food. The 
D,C, attacks the mithun vigorously, but some of the other 
officers ask for mutton. 

'Mitimn is technically not beef,’ the D.C. says to the officers. 
‘You should learn to eat mithun.'' Soon afterwards, he stands up 
and announces, ‘The D.C.'s party is going.’ 

Everyone rises. 

‘Farewell, go go/.chants the old man, in Adi, 

‘Go go/.’ 

‘Hey, respected officers, go go/,.,’ 

Ttogoi.' 

‘While crossing the hills, go go/., 

‘Go go/.’ 

‘Having crossed, go go/.,.’ 

‘Go go/.’ 

‘Do not put your heart, go go/.. 



220 PORTRAIT OF INDIA 


THE HIMALAYAS 221 


;i, 1 'Go^oi! 

'To feelings of anxiety, ^0 go/..,’ 

I ('I ^ , , 

'' ‘Do not put your heart, go go/... 

‘Gogo/V 

‘To feelings of evil, go go/...’ 

'Go^oi! 

The D.C. has invited me to ride back to Along with him in lus 
jeep. In the jeep, which he drives fast, careering around the 
curves, holding the steering wheel tight, and honking the horn ~ 
which is a special one, extra loud - with his wrist or elbow, so 
that everyone within hearing distance will be aware that the 
D.C. is travelling, he says to me, ‘The offiews were very tired, 
and the people will enjoy themselves more without us. The feast 
will probably go on for another day or two. It cost them thou* 
sands of rupees, and they have to get full enjoyment out of it,’ 

At Along (and, later on, at other administrative posts in the 
interior), many officers tell me that they are uncertain what they 
should do about detribalization. On the one hand, the govern¬ 
ment they serve has charged them with the task of overseeing 
development, one phase of which is to make modern education 
available eventually to every tribal child; on the other, the govern¬ 
ment has charged them with the task of preserving tribal culture 
as far as possible, one phase of which is to foster the tribal tradi¬ 
tions. The purpose of this dual policy is to extend to the tribal 
people the scientific benefits of modern society without cutting 
off the tribal people from their roots, and its author was an 
Englishman named Verrier Elwin. There were other pioneers, 
in one sense or another, in NEFA - among them ]. P. Mills, a 
Colonel Betts, and, above all, Christoph von Filrer-EIalmendorf, 
at present Professor of Asian Anthropology at the University of 
London - but Elwin, who died in 1964, at the age of sixty-one, 
was one of the first to become widely known for his penetration 
of the tribal areas and for his acceptance by the tribesmen, Al¬ 
though he was born of English parents, he took Indian citizen¬ 
ship. Although he was the son of a missionary bishop, was 
himself ordained, and for a time belonged to a missionary society, 



he retired early to lay life, Although he was clearly at home in 
the scholarly world of Oxford, where he took Firsts in English 
literature and theology, he chose to live much of his adult life in 
central India with the aboriginal tribesmen, and he married one 
of the tribal girls. Although he was only an amateur ethnologist, 
his ideas acquired an authority seldom enjoyed by professionals. 
Although he wrote many books devoted exclusively to his re¬ 
searches among the tribes, his writings at times seem like re¬ 
ligious, philos()[)hical, or literary diaries, or like polemics against 
the modern world penned by a Victorian who romanticized the 
bucolic life, But, whatever the ambiguities in the life and thought 
of Elwin, the government, being confronted after Independence 
by tribal problems and needing an adviser, turned to him, and 
his writings have become the basis of the government’s paternal¬ 
istic policy towards the tribal people. 

Among the several books Elwin wrote on NEFA, the most 
important is A fhiksofhy for NEFA, which embodies his 
dream for the development of an ideal tribal society. In a chapter 
headed 'The Fundamental Problem’, he writes i 

The problem of tlie best way of administering so-called ‘primitive’, 
'aboriginal', or ‘tribal’ populations has been debated for hundreds of 
years, and those people who even today so unfailingly remind us, 
whenever there is a proposal for a scientific approach to the subject, 
that we must not keep tliem as ‘museum specimens’, are in fact only 
intervening in a very old controversy, 

It is an interesting controversy, for it is linked up with several 
allied questions. Is mankind really progressing? Is civilization any 
good? Is the country better than the town? Is Man better in a state of 
Nature or of Art? Is the untutored ‘savage’ happier, more moral, in 
a word better than the sophisticated and urban product of the 
modern world? 

In the next dozen pages he discusses the views on primitives 
held by, among others Hesiod, Horace, Vergil, Cato, Columella, 
Montaigne, Spenser, Drayton, Beaumont, Fletcher, Shakespeare, 
Cowley, Vaughan, Waller, Marvell, Milton, Dryden, Mrs Aphra 
Bohn, Dr Johnson, Boswell, Diderot, Rousseau, Captain Cook, 
Bishop Heber, Darwin, Dickens, Matthew Arnold, William 
Morris, Ruskin, Tolstoy, C. M, Sarbiewski, A. 0 . Lovejoy, Franz 
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Boas, Margaret Fitzgerald, R. W. Frantz, Walter Hammond, 
Gandhi, Vivekanaitda, Gauguin, Picasso, Aldous Huxley, 
George Orwell, Rebecca West, and Frank Kermode. He then 
continues: 



The invention of the hydrogen bomb, the establishment over a 
large part of the earth of totalitarian governments, the ever-increasing 
power of the bureaucracy in the most democratic nations has made 
people of today rethink their whole attitude to civilization and pro- 
gress. 

It is impossible to consider the fundamental problem of the tribal 
people without bearing In mind the context of contemporary society. 
Is it worth while making them part of a way of life whose standards 
we ourselves are beginning to doubt ? 

But after all perhaps our doubts are wrong. For the bombs, the 
secret police, the tortures in hidden prison cells, the taxation, the 
corruptions, the intrigues are not the last word about the modern 
world. There is a great fund of goodness; there are execution.s, but 
there is also mercy;, there are countries curtained oft with iron, but 
there are other lands where the winds of thought blow freely and 
men can speak their minds. There is art, beauty, comfort, health, and 
the ideal of freedom from want and feap 

The difference in our outlook on the future of the tribal people 
today is this. Formerly, the artists and poets said; ‘Because thc.se 
people are noble and good, there is no need to do anything for them.* 
The reformers, the uplifters, the clergy said: ‘Because these people are 
ignoble, supenstitious and miserable, we must do something for them.’ 

We say: ‘It is just because we believe them to be noble and good 
that we want to do all we can for them, We do not do tiiis because 
we pity them, we do it because we respect them. We do it because 
we believe that we can bring them the best things of our world with¬ 
out destroying the nobility and the goodness of theirs, and that one 
day in their turn they will help us.’ 

Thus, the administrators who are now left to reconcile ‘the 
best tilings of our world’ and ‘the nobility and the goodness of 
theirs’ find Elwin and the Forest of Arden (the tribes in their 
primitive state) on one side and themselves and progress (gradual 
but certain advancement, with all its p.sychological, social, and 
political consequences) on the other, A Gallong child who 
graduates from secondary school and perhaps attends a unlver- 
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sity i.s likely to .shun the communal life of the one-room 
which has its own kind of sexual arrangements, and also to shun 
the obligations of kinship, the customary occupations of farming, 
hunting, and fishing, the magic rites as,soclated with these, and 
the collective ceremonial expre.ssions, like the ponung, Instead, 
he is likely to want the privacy of a multiple-room dwelling in 
town, and a white-collar job. Officers can try to see to it that the 
school instils in the child respect for his culture; that, once he 
has been educated, he returns to his tribe and participates in the 
work of developing it; and that he remains free from the per¬ 
nicious influences of outsiders. The result of such paternalism 
is often distrust, resentment, and unrest. And the urgency of 
finding a workable policy for NEFA is accentuated by the fact 
that NEFA is only one .small part of the general tribal picture, 
and that political troubles just dawning in NEFA have reached 
their noon elsewhere. 


There are about twenty million tribal people in India, Because 
many of these people live on India’s borders, it was thought 
after the British departed that if India did not court them and 
win their allegiance, China or Pakistan would, and that such 
subversion of the tribal people would compromise India’s 
security; it was also thought that the loss of any tribal area might 
be a first step in the Balkanization of India, already beset by 
schisms. However, the government’s attempt to assimilate the 
tribal people has been a notable failure, for some of the people 
have risen up in arms to protest being assimilated, and the 
government has .shown itself (and continues to show itself) un¬ 
certain about the best measures to adopt in its dealings with them 
and with the others. Is there a single policy that can work for all 
the tribal people? If so, does it perhaps include resettling people 
from other parts of India in the disturbed areas, or else resettling 
people from the disturbed areas in other parts of India, and 
thereby diluting the tribes until they will have practically no 
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separate political identity left? This course has been seriously 
advocated in some quarters, but it has been rejected by the gov¬ 
ernment on the ground that it might lead to genocide. Is the 
policy, then, to be one of rapid economic development? Of 
strategic political concessions? Of ruthless military suppression? 
Economic development, at any speed, means a risk of detribal- 
ization, and yet the alternative seems to be to treat the tribes as 
anthropological curiosities. Political concessions may simply in¬ 
vite demands for further concessions, and yet the alternative 
seems to be to ignore the stirrings of political consciousness 
among the tribes. A military solution, even if it could succeed, 
would be only an admission of economic and political failure, 
and yet the alternative seems to be to leave the insurgent ten¬ 
dencies of many of the tribes unchecked. In the absence of a 
single clear policy, the government has settled for a combination 
of ad hoc economic, political, and military measures, only to be 
attacked by critics who predict that its vacillation and delay will 
eventually lose India the allegiance of all the tribal people, and 
who declare that her administrators in the field show contempt 
for the tribal people, remaining ignorant of tribal ways and 
languages, and conducting themselves like gentlemen sent to 
carve out an empire from the bush. These critics maintain that the 
government has never seriously tried to make the tribal people 
feel that they are a real part of India; that its work of economic 
development has so far amounted to little more than broadening 
a few arterial mule trails into military supply roads and dis¬ 
seminating ineffective political propaganda; that it has tended 
to think of the tribal people primarily in terms of a problem of 
‘law and order’; that in some tribal areas it goes on trying a 
military solution, with disastrous results, and has been guilty of 
military atrocities in these areas; and that it has one policy to¬ 
wards warring tribes and another towards peaceful ones - some¬ 
times negotiating with the first almost on terms of equality while 
saying to the second, ‘There can be no negotiating with our 
ovvn people.’ As things stand, the government is confronted by 
brush-fire wars for independence in some tribal areas, like Naga¬ 
land, and by the possibility that these wars will spread and 
multiply. 
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Nagaland, which lies southeast of NEF A along the south bank 
of the Brahmaputra, is a narrow strip of hills. This strip, which 
is mostly jungle, has an area of 6,366 square miles and is inhabited 
by some four hundred thousand Nagas, almost half of whom, as 
a result of the work of American Baptist missionaries in the 
nineteenth century, are Christians. Actually, the name Naga 
designates a collection of tribes that, like the other tribes in the 
northern and northeastern hills and plains of India, are believed 
to belong to the Indo-Mongoloid race, which is itself an omnibus 
term used by Indians for tribal people who speak any language of 
the Sino-Tibetan family - which the late George A. Grierson, 
perhaps the greatest student of Indian languages, described as a' 
‘formless evermoving ant-horde of dialects’ - and who have ever, 
in the words of the Indian scholar S. K. Chatterji, ‘entered into 
or touched the fringe of the cultural entity that is India’. But 
exactly what it is that distinguishes the Naga tribes from other 
Indo-Mongoloid tribes, what the Naga tribes have in common, 
and, indeed, why they are called Nagas in the first place are by 
no means settled issues. The popular belief used to be that 
because ‘mga’ meant ‘naked’, all the tribal people who, as a mat¬ 
ter of practice, did not wear clothes were Nagas. Although no 
scholar today subscribes to this belief, the subject of the tribal 
areas is so sensitive and the state of research into it so elementary 
that anyone who ventures an opinion even on why the Nagas are 
Nagas finds himself bearding a host of adversaries. And the 
Nagas themselves have not helped matters, Elwin, in his book 
Nagalmd, wrote, ‘There is a legend told by many of the hill 
tribes against themselves, that in the very early days God gave 
men skins of deer on which he told them to write their traditions. 
The people of the plains obeyed his command, but the hillmen, 
hungry and omnivorous, cooked and ate their writing materials, 
with the result that they were unable to leave any records of their 
past.’ It is, however, a matter of record that during the raj some 
of these Naga tribes lived in Tuensang, which was part of 
NEF A, and the rest in what was called the Naga Hills district, 
which, like NEFA, was designated an Excluded Area under the 
Inner Line Regulations, After Independence, there was a revolt 
against the government of India. The Naga insurgents an- 
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flounced that they reprc,«ntcd all the Naga trilK;.s whirh fcn-nicd 
a separate nation, and that they were the Naga {•cditral Govern. 
ment of the Naga Federal Republic, and they started waging a 
guerrilla war against Indian troops. (In due coursf;, the instirgt'nt 
Naga Federal Government had a president, a vkopresident, a 
prime minister, a home minister, a foreign secretary, a corps of 
tax collectors, and a parliament, or Tatar Floho.) In 1957, the 
Indian government, as a concession to the Naga iintkrgrotirid, 
made the Tuensang area and the Naga Hills district one admin- 
istrative unit, and in i960, as another concession, it made this 
administrative unit a separate state, calling it Nagaland and 
giving it greater autonomy than was enjoywi by any other state 
in the Indian Union. All the same, the Naga underground con¬ 
tinued its war for the better part of fifteen years, with the help 
of ammunition stores left over from World War II, when }apan- 
ese troops occupied parts of the Tuensang area and the Naga 
Hills district, and also with the help of arms from Pakistan and 
China. Then, in the autumn of 1964, the Nagas agreed to stop 
fighting and negotiate, but only for a limited period. The truce, 
however, has been extended again and again, though sometimes 
for no more than a month. The Indian government has us<;d the 
truce to dwell on its good will towards the Nagas, publishing 
literature like a brochure entitled Nehru and Nagaland, (Page ^; 
“His [Nehru’s] kinship with Nagas was so great that he always 
came to their defence whenever something the people have ken 
doing here in these border areas came in for adverse comment,s. 
Challenged about the head-hunting practice prevailing in .some 
parts of the country [Nagaland], he replied, "It is often better to 
cut off a hand or head than to crash and trample on the heart!’’ ’) 
The Naga underground has used the truce to dwell on past 
Indian military atrocities, publishing compilations like Indian 
Atrocities in Nagaland, (Page 9! ‘9 March, 1957, Marumi. Mr 
Khehoto of Marumi, aged 52 years, was fried alive with ghi and 
mustard oil by Indian Army troops,’ Page 14 j 'February 1957, 
Sukomi. Mr Zhemithi of Sukomi, aged 45, his legs were tied 
together, hands tied backwards and knocked down to the ground, 
A big log was placed over him in the fashion of a see-saw, six 
soldiers were seated on each side and rolled for hours.’) In spite 
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of the truce, many Indian politicians have urged that the govern¬ 
ment give the military a free hand in dealing with the Naga 
insurgents. Such pressure,s suggest to some critics that time is 
running out for the Indian government, and that if it cannot 
persuade the Naga underground to accept anything less than 
independence, Nagaland will become a test case for the military 
.solution. Also in spite of the truce, railway carriages have been 
blown up, trains derailed, and Indian troops ambushed in Naga¬ 
land and .surrounding areas. Such incidents, which arc thought 
to be the work of the Naga underground, suggest to .some critics 
that cither the underground leaders in charge of negotiations arc 
employing calculated acts of terrorism to reinforce their threat 
to resume the war or these leaders have lost control and their 
ranks arc splitting up into factions. But the talks continue, and 
in Nagaland there is at least a semblance of peace. 

This is not the situation in all the tribal areas. For instance, just 
a step behind the Naga insurgents in militancy are the Lushai 
tribes. They are two hundred thousand strong and inhabit the 
Mizo Hills district, a narrow, densely wooded strip of hills that 
has an area of 8,134 tniles and lies southwest of Nagaland, 
on the border between Assam and East Pakistan. The Lushais 
(sometimes called Mizos) have started a guerrilla war of their 
own, also demanding independence, The Indian government has 
sent in the military with planes and bombs. (The military were 
given a free hand in the Mizo Flills in early 1967 and started in 
earnest the task of ‘pacification’, which consisted of the evacu¬ 
ation of some nine hundred villages in which the Lushais lived, 
the resettlement of the villagers in refugee camps, and the bomb¬ 
ing of the village sites in the hope of flushing out the guerrillas.) 
nierc arc other tribes in revolt (several of them have asked why, 
if the Maldivc Islands, which have a population of ninety-seven 
thousand, can be a nation, with membenship in the United 
Nations, they cannot exist as separate nations, too), but they pose 
less of a peril, because, unlike the Nagas and the Lushais (and, 
more recently, the tribes in Naxalbari, in West Bengal), they have 
as yet nothing more modern in their arsenals than bows and 
arrows. 

Throughout the uneasy truce in Nagaland, there has been a 
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Steady verbal crossfire between the champions of Naga indcpni- 
dcncc and the champions of the Naga status quo, and the heaviest 
barrage, as it happens, has taken place in hleet Street, a forum 
for controversies. Witness this round, concerning^ the ^recent 
history of the Nagas, in the correspondence pages of The Times. 
A. Z. Phizo, a leader of the Naga underground, writes: 

It should perhaps be more widely known that Nagahind consists 
of two parts: Free Nagaland in the North [Tucnsang| which the 
British never sought to conquer or administer and the 'Naga Mills 
Excluded Areas' which from 1879 to 1947 were to a limited extent 
administered by the British Governor of Assam as the Agent of the 
Crown, but the civilian and criminal administration over the people 
has always been under the control of the Naga nation.al assembly 
and the British never interfered,,. In 1947, 

India, the British failed to secure for the Nagas the iiulependeiiec 
which they sought... On 14 August 1947, before the British left, tlic 
Nagas declared their independence and confirmed it liy a referen¬ 
dum in May 1951, and reunited with Free Nagaland on 22 March 
1956, as the Federal Republic of Nagaland, Of till these events the 
Indian Government was kept fully informed.,. Unless India intends 
to liquidate the Nagas - (and not less than 100,000 Nagas have 
perished since 1955 out of a population of at most one million) 
would not a secure frontier be better guaranteed by liaving a friendly 
neighbour than a people kept in subjection by force of arms? 

J. H. Hutton, an authority on the British administration of 
Nagaland, replies: 

The civil and criminal control of the Naga Hills was exercised 
by the Deputy Commissioner appointed by the Governor of Assam, 
No Naga national assembly, nor anything like one, existed heftirc 
1947, nor was there even any common language spoken among the 
Naga tribes,,. Except in cases of serious crime, which were dealt 
with under the Indian penal code, the Nagas were administered by 
the Deputy Commissioner and his assistants according to tlieir own 
customs, which varied from tribe to tribe and even from vill.age to 
village; but to write of a Naga national assembly with which from 
1879 to 1947 the British never interfered is more completely nonsense 
than I could have expected to read from anyone literate eiiougli to 
write a letter to you, Sir. 


Or, concerning what, in the light of present Naga-Indian 
relations, may be expected in the future, witness this exchange -■ 
this time in the news pages of The Times. The Reverend Dr 
Michael Scott, a clergyman of the Church of England and British 
member of the Indian Peace Mission for Nagaland, states: 

After .spending more than two years in Nagaland with four visits 
to Delhi, and having maintained silence during that time in the hope 
of being able to help to bring about a peace [Scott wrote this dispatch 
soon after he was expelled by India from both India and Nagaland for 
allegedly becoming a partisan of the Naga underground and so 
losing the trust of the Indian government, which had accepted his 
good offices as a conciliator in 1964], I now feel bound to warn that I 
sec no hope of a massacre being avoided in Nagaland, unless Delhi 
is large enough to invite a third-party mediation of some kind, as the 
Nagas have proposed, I see no sign of this happening. If there is a 
further massacre in Nagaland, a bell will toll for more than the death 
of the Naga people.,. It has been the 'integrity of the Indian Constitu¬ 
tion' and the 'Sovereignty of the Indian Union’ which have been 
advanced as the grounds of India's claim that the Naga territory is 
part of: the Indian Union,.. I have been slowly and reluctantly driven 
to the conclusion that the Government of India has never taken 
seriously tlie problem of negotiating a political settlement with the 
Nagas... It is a certainty that if no generous political proposals are 
made, and if the terms of a durable peace are not agreed, then 
another bloodbath in Nagaland is inevitable... If all negotiations 
break down and the fighting is resumed... disaffection could easily 
spread into the other liill areas of Assam and tiie North East Frontier 
Agency. 

Dr J. N. Mehta, the Indian High Commissioner in London, 
replies: 

The Reverend Michael Scott,,, has threatened a 'bloodbath'.,. 
unless a settlement entirely favourable to the Naga hostiles... is made 
immediately by the Government of India. Fie has further threatened 
an extension of the present conflict, , . One is entitled to expect 
from a pastor of a church, who seeks to present his credentials as 
non-partisan conciliator... to talk at least the language of peace and 
conciliation.'., If the Reverend Michael Scott is interested in quench¬ 
ing the flames of conflict and not stoking them, he should join his 
fellow Clu’lstians in India in the appeal which they recently issued to 
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the Niigas and the Mixos through the all-India Christian Confcrrncc 
on 'Peace with Justice and Charity’ organized by all the Christian 
denominations representing eleven million Christians in India,,, 
Article 371 -A of the Constitution lays down that no Act of thejndian 
Parliament will apply to Nagaland in respect ofi - (i) religious or 
social practices of the Nagas; (ii) Naga customary lasv and prtnxdurc; 
(iii) administration of civil and criminal justice involving decisions 
according to Naga customary law; (iv) ownership and transfer of 
land and its resources,,. Thus, in two main fields, namely, economic 
and political, the Nagas have heen guaranteed autonomy and fre^ 
dom of an order not known in the other states of India. 

Making a detour from NEFA, I spend some time in Naga¬ 
land. On my first evening there - in Kohima, a forlorn,,spread- 
out town in the south of Nagaland which serves as the stare 
capital -1 visit a Naga Christian household for dinner. The hou,sc 
is co,sy. The drawing room is filled with Naga guest,s, all wearing 
Western-style clothes - suits and frocks ~ and all very friendly. 
There are sofas and easy chairs in the room, a log fire in the 
fireplace, whisky in the glasses, Mozart on the gramophone, a 
Bible on a side table. Some children in pyjamas and dressing 
gowns have just filed away after singing, in four-part harmony, 
a song in Angami - the language of the local tribe, which is also 
called Angami - set to the tunc of '0 Come All Yc Faithful', The 
guests are now serving them,selves from a buffet that consists of 
various meat dishes, including one of venison and one of mitbm, 

I enter into conversation with an old Naga gentleman standing 
next to me. He is tall and of martial bearing - as many Angamis 
are. ‘You must go to Tuensang,' the old gentleman says. ‘In .some 
parts of Tuensang there are still Nagas going naked, And why 
not? When you chase an animal through a thicket, clothes only 
get in the way. Anyhow, in some parts of Tuensang, near the 
Burmese border, a family of eight may still have only two pieces 
of cloth; when the father of the family goes out, he will take one 
piece of cloth. But in Tuen-sang headhunting is mostly gone.’ 

From a room across a corridor come the drow.sy voices of the 
children; ‘Now I lay me down to sleep,. 

‘The last reported raid was in 1965,* the old gentleman con¬ 
tinues. ‘That time, because of some misunderstanding, one 
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village went on a raid and took the heads of some people in 
another village. But, as we Naga Christians say, anything that 
grows out of violence can never really be considered a victory. 
When you accept Christ, you accept not a religion but a person, 
a living Christ. Wlicn the first missionary brought Christ to my 
part of Nagaland, it is said, the villagers threw spears and javelins 
at him. A javelin hit him and tore his shoe off. The rest of the 
javelins and all the spears fell by the wayside. The missionary 
collected the spears and javelln.s, and, with a smile, handed them 
to the villagers, saying, “Take them. Thciic can’t harm me.” 
Christianity was the beginning of civilization in Nagaland.’ 

I make some remark abut the kind hospitality here, and the 
old Naga gentleman tells me abut another Indian who was 
imprcsjicd by Naga hospitality. He was an officer in the Indian 
government, and he went to a festival in a village near Kohima, 
where he had become friends with a Naga family. When he 
reached their house, he realized that he had forgotten to bring 
sweetmeats for the children of the household, The children 
clamoured for swcetmeatii, and he bundled eight or nine of them 
- .some were neighbours’ children - into his little jeep and set off 
to look for sweetmeats. He had to drive some distance bfore he 
found a sweet .shop that was open. On the way back, part of the 
steering mcchani.sra failed and the jeep began a plunge into what 
seemed like a bottomless gorge, Fortunately, the jeep was halted 
by a tree, and he and the children escaped with nothing more 
serious than brui.scs. But aImo,st before he was able to get the 
children out of the jeep a mob set upon him and began beating 
him, calling him ‘murderer of Naga children’. He was saved by 
an Indian military patrol that happened to be passing by. They 
c.scortcd him back to the home of his Naga friend, and left. But 
soon the Indian officer was set upon all over again this time by 
his Naga friend and a crowd of neighbours who had gathered at 
his house, Once again he was mauled, and once again he was 
ju,st saved by the military patrol, which, luckily, was .still in the 
village. ‘He had ben writing to a friend in London about how 
nice the Nagas were to Indians,’ the old gentleman says. ‘ITicn, 
when he wrote about how he had been nearly killed by the Nagas, 
and how he was scarred all over, the friend wrote back, “I 
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thought you said the Nagas were nice." He had no answer for 
his friend, and yet when he was offered a transfer from Nagaland 
he refused it. He should go, Nagas and Indians can never hve 
together.’ 

On subsequent days, I am treated to discourses by Indian and 
Naga officers on such subjects as how much support the Naga 
underground can count on from the Chinese if there is a resump¬ 
tion of Naga-Indian hostilities and whether Nagaland is an 
internal, Indian issue or an external, international issue. Histen 
to the Prime Minister of the Naga Federal Government (‘If the 
Indian government doesn’t recognize Nagaland to be a setparate 
nation, we will fight. Every Naga. We don’t care about the 
Indian Union. We care only about our Naga nation. Wc arc not 
the Naga hostiles, we are the Nagas. The state government of 
Nagaland is a stooge of the Indian government’), to the Chief 
Minister of Nagaland (‘I say to Naga hostiles, “Now that you 
have got a state, why ask for trouble? Let’s have peace." The 
majority of the Nagas are not with the Naga hostiles, but you 
don’t need many for guerrilla warfare, I was ambushed six or 
seven times by Naga hostiles. Once, I just escaped death'), to a 
leader of the Naga Baptist Christian Convention, the association 
of all Naga churches (‘We don’t want any part of heathen India. 
Nagaland is for Christ, We are intellectually and spiritually a 
part of the West, not of India at all’), I also listen to an Indian 
military leader who is a hard-liner (‘I was here at the time wc 
were asked to solve the problem of Nagaland, Wc had started a 
programme of regrouping all the people in Nagaland from three 
thousand villages into two hundred villages with stockades 
around them. We had told the people that anyone seen outside 
the stockades at night would be shot. The women were happy 
because they had their husbands home in the evening, and the 
men were ihappy because we provided them with work in the 
fields. In time, we would have made them happier by converting 
the regrouped villages into modern villages with schools and 
hospitals. For some months, they might have disliked living in 
regrouped villages, but then they would have got used to it. But 
just when we were getting somewhere, our politicians stopped us. 


The military solution has never really had a fair trial in Naga¬ 
land’), to an Indian military leader who is a soft-liner (‘The 
Naga hostiles are always using Indian military atrocities as 
propaganda. Some are imagined and some arc real. But how do 
these real military atrocities come about? Once, the guerrillas not 
only killed some recruits but mutilated them in order to steal 
their guns - the guns were chained to the recruits’ bodies, The 
comrades of the recruits couldn’t trace the murderers, so they 
simply razed all the villages where they thought the murderers 
might be hiding, If their superiors had tried to prevent the 
retaliation, they would have had mutiny, But we know now that 
the guerrillas can never he defeated, because the conditions in all 
these tribal areas arc such that the guerrillas can strike and 
vanish and live in the jungles indefinitely. The tribal problem 
requires a political solution’), to an Indian senior civil servant 
who is a pessimist (‘Everything here is mad and impossible, Some 
of these Nagas are so Westernized that they think we Indians 
are backward. Others are more backward than any other savages 
in the world. If we had done certain things in Nagaland - for 
instance, given the Nagas statehood in the Union in 1948, when 
they first asked for it - maybe they would have accepted the idea 
of .slaying with India, or enough of them would have done so to 
deprive the guerrillas of means of support, Our relations with 
the Nagas have always been a story of our missing the bus'), to 
an Indian senior civil servant who is an optimist (‘I know that 
from the outside this still looks like a boiling pot. But, perhaps 
because wc are in the middle of it, we don’t feel that it is a 
boiling pot. A general of the Army of the Naga Federal Republic 
who used to march forty-five miles a day in the jungle - he 
married a girl who used to be my office assistant; it was a love 
marriage, and now they lead a very bourgeois town life - recently 
came and asked me to help him to get a priority for a Fiat, l am 
responsible for giving priorities for cars, Well, when you get a 
guerrilla general coming and asking for a Flat - and he’s only 
one of many from the Naga Federal Government who are con¬ 
stantly asking me for cars and petrol -1 think something has 
changed’), and, finally, to a visiting Indian politician (‘Suppose 
we agree to give the Nagas independence. It might not be a great 
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loss to US. You could cut off Nagaland from India without 
creating any geographical anomaly, But then what are you going 
to do about the Lushais, who, as it happens, look like Europeans? 
Maybe we could let them make a separate nation out of the Mizo 
Hills; this would mean only cutting off the tail of Assam. But 
then how are you going to stop other tribes - other regional and 
linguistic groups - from seeding? Ultimately, everything is 
going to depend on our ability to deal with the guerrillas in 
Nagaland and the Mizo Hills’). 

Mao Tse-tung once compared guerrillas to fi.sh and the people 
who support the guerrillas to water, and asked, 'blow can it be 
said that these two cannot exist together?' To find out how the 
people ill Nagaland regard their fish, I go cast, deep into the 
interior, across the scattered ridges and gorges. I am confounded 
hy the number and diversity of the Naga tribes (there are fifty 
distinct tribes and sub-tribe,s), speaking tongues and dialects so 
numerous that they differ not only from village to village but 
almost from household to household - apparently becau.se until 
recently inter-village feuds and the absence of land communica¬ 
tion limited social contacts. According to the latest census, the 
Naga languages are, in the order of their official importance, 
Angami, Sema, Rengma, Khezha, Ao, Monsang (or Mong,sen), 
Lotha, Tableng, Chang Naga, Kacha Naga, Kabul, Khoirao, 
Mao, Maram, Tangkhul, Maring, Konyak, Chakru, Meluri- 
Rengma, Poma, Nokpu, Lemci, Liangmci, Upama Naga, Urima 
Naga, Zeml Naga, Rongmcl, Paomata, Shamnyuyangan, Tabu, 
Phelungre, Pochury, Sangtam, Orangkong, Phom, Tikhir, Yim- 
chungre, Khiemnungam, Pangsha, Nocte, Wancho, Makware, 
Tangsa, Tikhak, Chakesang, and Zeliang. But I think there 
must be others, waiting to be discovered by the next set of cen.suS' 
takers. In fact, I feel as if I had been transported to the plain of 
Shinar just after the confounding of the language of all the earth. 
Everywhere I go, I find unalloyed tribal gaiety, which is some¬ 
times shattered by a sudden act of violence or by an extraordinary 
display of sophistication, sometimes made bathetic by a remark 
of primitive naivetA Even the most learned, Westernized Nagas. 
remind me of those archetypal child prodigies who turn up at 
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universities with their cqiiies of ‘Phanomenologie des Geistes’ 
and their air guns. Perhaps this is as it .should be. After all, the 
majority of the population is pagan, with a primitive strain. The 
.strength of this paganism is seen in a passage from Elwin’s 
Nagaland : 

The practice of head*hunting is found all over the world and has 
attracted great attention.., The Nagas say that originally they did not 
know how to make war but one day a bird dropped a berry from a 
tree, and a lizard and a red ant fought for it. Someone saw the ant 
cut off the lizard’s head and thus men learnt to take heads.., The 
reasons for head-hunting are complicated and interesting. The prat> 
tice is probably based on a belief in a soul-matter of a vital essence of 
great power which resides in the human head. By taking a head 
frotn another village, therefore, it was believed that a new injection 
of vital and creative energy would come to the aggre,ssor’s village 
when he brought the head home. This was valuable for human and 
animal fertility, It stimulated the crops to grow better, especially 
when the head was that of a woman with long hair. Moreover, the 
Nagas have always been a warlike race, and the warrior, especially 
the young warrior, who had taken a head held a great advantage 
over his fellows In attracting the most beautiful girl of his village 
for marriage. Indeed, it Is^ said that a youth who had not taken a 
head^found con,slderahl(i difficulty in obtaining a wife at all. Head¬ 
hunting was something more than war. It inspired wonderful 
dances. It stlmnLited artistic production, for the most elaborate tex¬ 
tiles could only be worn by a successful head-hunter or his relations. 
Small replicas of beads were carved to be worn almost like medals. 
Wooden pipes, with their bowls fashioned as heads, were made. 
.Strong and vigorous human figures were carved and attached to 
ba,skets and the warrior’s grave was the most splendid of all. 

And yet a .significant minority of the population is now Bap¬ 
tist, with a strong fundamentalist strain. The strength of this 
fundamentalism is to be seen in the following passage, also 
taken from Elwin’.s Nagaland, which describes the kinds of 
demands that the missionaries made of their Naga converts; 

They insisted on a convert becoming a teetotaller; he had to re¬ 
strict him,self to one wife; at one time he was not even allowed to 
eat the flesh of the inifJmn since this animal was associated with 
sacrifices at 'heathen' festivals, The missionaries stopped the great 
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Feasts of Merit, They forbade boys to attend the Morunj;^ (men’s 
dormitories). They often stopped dancing and even the artweav¬ 
ing suffered since generally the convert adopted Jvurofiean mill-made 
dress. 


Thus, elaborate hand-woven Naga textihis and plain machine- 
woven European cloth have been ,sewn together in a slapdash 
manner, and so far the result appears to be nothing more than 
patchwork, Take this discussion of Naga Christianity in an 
up-to-date history produced by the Naga underground: 

The blessings which Christianity brought to the Nagas^arc not 
altogether unmlxed, although this is not the fault of Uiiistiaiiity as 
such but of the people themselves.., It cannot lie gainsaid that in 
many cases conversion into Christianity only brings into the life of a 
man a break with the past coupled with tfic developmem of a taste 
for everything Western with no change of die heart. Many a 
Christian gets the notion that after becoming a Christian he sliftiild 
disdain the singing of the native song and such other things. 1.1'. 
Mills said of the Naga Christians, They take themselves very seri¬ 
ously and are apt to go about with long faces.' Tins is a sweeping 
generalization and may rather be the vision of a prejudieeil eye. 
True, the Christians take their faith seriously and do not go alniiit 
in Indecent hilarious, drunken spears [.fiV'j... However, every [»:r« 
son has his little prejudices, and indeed ojiinions widely differ on 
this question. Visiting missionaries claim that the faces of those 
‘who walk with the inner light’ are easily distinguishable from those 
of others. But there are some things to be said against tlic Christians. 
The communal life of the Nagas is a very happy one. There arc many 
communal utility services, but owing to their obvious association 
with the pagan faith the Christians tend to dissociate thcmselvca 
from taking part in such activities of communal life. Christianity is 
not a religion of faith, and where it does not involve a compromise 
with their faith or moral code it is not easily understandable why 
they should not join in the native dance,s and community sing-songs 
in real national spirit and also serve to improve communal life. 


The trouble is, the Naga underground mu,st prove that the 
confusion that is Nagaland, of which the Naga Christian con« 
fusion is only a part, con.stitutes the separate nation it wants, 
and the Indian government must prove that the Naga confusion 
is Indian confusion in order to preserve the Indian Union. 
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One source of confusion, which worries the Naga under- 
groiiml and the Imlian government, the state governments of 
Nagaland and^ .^ssam, and the local government of Manipur 
(M;mi[)ur consists of a series of hill ranges lying between Naga- 
lanil and the Mizo Hills district and i,s, like NEFA, a Union 
lerriiory), is Ctaidilu, the queen of a zfeliang-speaking Naga 
tribal group called Zeliangs, who at the latest count numbered 
9,4^0. Also according to that count, 5,250 Zeliangs live in the 
hills of .soiiihtaii Nagaland and 4,210 in the hills of eastern 
Assam and northiaai Manipur, For .some years, all the govern¬ 
ments conau'iied luive Ixaat struggling with what they have come 
to consider an intractable problem, 'which is that Gaidilu has 
irr(;vocaI)ly made up her mind that her Zeliang-spcaking tribal 
group must liave a separate polity, made up of the Zeliang- 
speaking parts of Nagaland, Assam, and Manipur; that though 
ihis^ polity must be separate, it must also be firmly within the 
Indian Union; and that this Union polity must be called Zcliang 
Kong ( roiijt' i,s Zeliang for ‘district’). The Naga underground 
maintains that Gaidilit's proposed polity is a Naga splinter 
movement, wiiich, if the Indian government should have a 
chance to exploit it, would infect the Naga national movement 
with factionalism, setting Naga against Naga and breaking up 
the Naga^ liomelaiul, The governments of Nagaland, Assam, 
and Manipur maintain that if they are partitioned in order to 
create CJaidilu’s polity, they will not be able to control other 
centrifugal forces, with which they are also contending. The 
Indian government maintains that if Gaidilu’s proposed polity 
should be allowed to take hold in India, the effect would be the 
.sanu: as if the Indian government yielded to the Naga under¬ 
ground’s demand for Naga independence! India would soon 
be pockmarked with hundreds or thousands of separate states, 
kingdoms, and fefdoms. 

Cjaiililu, who was born .sometime before World War I (no 
one .seems to be certain of the date) in the village of Langklao, 
in Mani[nir, first came to public notice during the early thirties, 
when the British authoritie.9 apprehended and hanged her 
brother Jadunam for leading a Zeliang uprising against the 
British Empire, whereupon Gaidilu took over the leadership 
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of the Zeliangs. Soon afterwards, the British, daiming that 
Oaidilu was the priestess of a heinous cult (hat worshipped die 
Devil, practised human sacrifice, and held blood feasts, put her 
in prison, where she remained until Independence. From the 
moment of her arrest, however, the Indians fighting for inde¬ 
pendence had regarded her as a queen, and'she therefore passed 
into the folklore of the struggle for Indian freedom as Rani Gai- 
dilu. Since her release, she has lived mostly in the hills and 
jungles of the 2 cliang country. Recently, she made a visit to the 
outside world - an infrequent occurrence - during which she 
met Mrs Gandhi in New Delhi and held talks with her on the 
question of Zcliang Rong. Around this time, the leaders of the 
Naga underground were making one of ihek infrequent visits 
outside Nagaland to meet Mrs Gandhi in New Delhi and hold 
talks on the question of Naga independence. The leaders of the 
Naga imdergroimcl considered their talks with the Indian Prime 
Minister to be talks between two sovereign powers, and Mrs 
Gandhi’s talks with Rani Gaidilu to be talks between India and 
a malcontent subversive of the Naga nation - or, at least, so 
they told me, pointing to the timing of the Naga-Indian talks 
and the Zeliang-Indiaii talks and calling it a typical imperialist 
plot of the Indian government to debase the Naga question t:o 
the level of the Zeliang question. 

Rani Gaidilu is in Kohima while I am here, and, to hear her 
views on the Naga nation and Zeliang Rong, I seek her out in 
the house where she is staying. There, in a stark little room, are 
a number of people, all in elaborate tribal costumes and arranged 
as if for a group photograph. A woman sits in the foreground 
on a low stool, and directly behind the stool stands a girl in her 
teens. Flanking the stool are half a dozen men, two of them 
elderly, the rest quite young. The woman wears two elaborate 
multicoloured .shawls, which are heavily bordered and fringed 
with beads and shells. One shawl - much the larger of the two 
- is wrapped around her hips; the other is thrown around her 
shoulders. Under the shawls she wears 'a man’s shirt, which is 
loose and frayed. Her hands are folded in her lap, and on each 
wrist is a man’s stainless-steel wristwatch. She is plumpish and 
appears to be advanced in years, but she sits proudly upright. 
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Something of riu; weary sweetness in her expression is reflected 
in the face of the girl behind her, who might be, the woman as 
a girl. Tlicre arc no introductions, but clearly the woman is 
Rani Gaidilu. 

I ask the Rani, in Hindi, how she regards the Naga-under- 
ground talks being held in New Delhi. 

The men flanking her stiffen perceptibly. They talk among 
themselves, in a language I take to be Zeliang. They talk for 
some time, and, liaving nothing else to do, I find myself listen¬ 
ing to their speech as if I were a linguist. I conclude that Zcliang 
must he a very difficult language for an outsider to master. In 
Zcliang, as in other languages I have heard in NEFA and 
Nagaland, all vowels seem to be indistinct and all liquid sounds 
aspirated. The language is tonal, and it seems to specialize in 
glottal stops. From an occasional Hindi or English word I gather 
that all the men hold the rank of general. 

The youiigcst-lookiiig general presently says to me, rather 
self-consciously, in halting English, ‘She come Kohima dentist 
get new teeth, but you repeating question He stops. 

I repeat my question, this time in English. There is another 
conference among the generals, and then the one I take to be 
the senior speaks to the Rani. , 

The Rani raises a hand and peremptorily motions towards 
her hack. The girl immediately rearranges the shawl and, put¬ 
ting her hands under the collar of the shirt, begins vigorously 
massaging the Rani’s shoulders. The Rani starts speaking in a 
.slow stream of clenched bilabials. When she has finished, a third 
general interprets for me, in Hindi! ‘The Rani party and the 
Naga Federal party should try for a bright future for Nagaland. 
But the Rani party does not know about the views of the Naga 
Federal party. It is not true that there is fighting between the 
Rani party and the Naga Federal party. Some people who do 
not like the Rani party views say that the Naga Federal party 
and the Rani party quarrel. This is not true. But why should 
Nagas want to be separate from Mother India, as we are all 
brothers and sisters P Nagaland will remain with India for¬ 
ever.’ 

The Rani raises her hand again and motions towards the 
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small of her back. The girl kneels, pulls out the Kani’s shirt- 
tail, and begins vigorously massaging the small of ihe Rams 
back. The Rani speaks again, and the third general interprets 
again: ‘People say all sorts of things. .Some people who do not 
like the Rani party say that Rani Gaidilu did some terrible 
things to nine Nagas last year with jah (magic|, If she could 
mt jadu, would she go all the way to New Delhi and ask Mrs 
Gandhi for Zeliang Rong? If she knew jadu, w-ould she coine 
all the way to Kohiraa for new teeth? Zeliangs do not follow the 
Rani because she has jadu. They follow her because of her big 
fight for Zeliang welfare and Zeliang u[dift.’ 

The details of the Rani’s life are obscure, and I ask the Rani 
a couple of questions about them. 

More conferences, and then I am given this single answer; 
‘Ever since the Rani was born, .she has been working for the 
Zeliangs. The Rani had no school education, kit learned every¬ 
thing from her Zeliang elders. Her whole life, the Rani has 
fought for the Zeliangs. Zeliang Rong will come about.’ 


The McMahon Line 

Back in NEFA, a government officer tells me, 'Though here 
in NEFA we don’t have any Naga-type guerrillas to cyniend 
with yet, we do have the Chinese.’ The greatest coneemraiion 
of Chinese soldiers in NEFA is probably at the head of the 
Tawang tract, and to get an idea of the Indian preparaiions for 
the defence of the tract I make a journey through it. My jour¬ 
ney takes me from the leech-infested swamps of Tez(.nir all the 
way up to Tawang, one of the last Indian administrative out¬ 
posts below the McMahon Line. For three days, as weather and 
daylight permit, my jeep jolts and bounces up the road, wind¬ 
ing ahead like an interminable spiral. As the jeep negotiates one 
vertiginous hairpin curve after another, the wheels seem to spin 
off the edge of the road, which in some sections is nothing more 
than a broadened mule trail. The road is so high up that planes 
flying past sometimes seem level with it, 
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A neat, well-appointed bungalow stands at the foot of an 
enormous kitchen garden. It is the residence of the military 
commander responsible for the defence of NEFA and the road. 
He has a .solitary air about him; in far-flung posts, top Army 
officers, barred by their rank from the camaraderie of the junior 
officers, .seem more aloof than ever, Over tea, the commander 
.solicits my opinion of his garden-grown, lettuce, cucuraber.s, and 
tomatoes in the sandwiches we are eating. When I express won¬ 
der at the crispness and succulence of the vegetables, he expands 
with pride, and his reserve gives way to what proves to be a 
natural gregariousness, 

I ask him if his officers and men encounter any special prob¬ 
lems here. 

‘The main complaint of the recruits ~ the jawm - is absence- 
of'Womeu sickness,’ he says. ‘We have to keep the jawons under 
the tightest possible discipline, because the tribal women are 
very free in their ways, and if our jawans were allowed to in¬ 
dulge themselves it could embitter our relations with the tribes- 
men. We caught a couple of Sikhs womanizing once, and we 
gave it to them in the neck. We said to them that they had to 
take the ruddy consequences. We make sure, however, that all 
jawm in NEFA get two months’ leave a year, and they can 
also gel ten to fifteen days’ casual leave. We officers have family- 
.sejiaration sicknc.ss. My daughter once asked me, when I was 
posted in Delhi, "Where are we going to be transferred next?’’ 

I said, “My dear, you’re going to stay put. I’m the one who’s 
going to be transferred." The officers’ wives are always saying to 
me, "What good is it having my husband in my old age? I want 
him in my youth I’’ I always reply, "But can you find better hus¬ 
bands thanour officers?’” 

I ask him about the measures that have been taken to bolster 
India’s defences here. 

'In 19(12, such troops as we had in NEFA were scattered in 
penny packets,’ he says, ‘Now, provided the Chinese stick to 
conventional arms, we have sufficient troops - for security 
reasons, I can’t tell you how many - to beat the socks off them. 
The big question now is whether they will give us the oppor¬ 
tunity. In the evening, I read as many Chinese history books as 
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I can. I read until my eyes give out, which means two pegs of 

whisky and ten o’clock.’ ^ , 

At one of many traffic checkpoints, a military piard is in¬ 
specting a jeep ahead of ours. My driver waits, his permit in 
hand ('Willys jeep conveying Mr Mehta m\\ be permitted to go 
against convoy timings... while proceeding to Tawang and on 
the itturn journey’). The guard walks back to our )cep, barely 
glances at the permit, and says, ‘I .see you have my good friend 
for your driver. He’s excellent. Just now you need good drivers 
for this road. It Is terrorized by a rogue elephant.’ 

‘There was this very fooli.sh driver, Sahib,’ my driver says, 
shifting gears and pulling out of the post. ‘The sahib and he 
were driving in the evening. It was getting dark when they saw 
this rogue elephant. This foolish driver thought he could 
frighten the elephant away by blowing the horn. The sahib 
shouted at the foolish driver, “Put on your lights I Put on your 
lights 1’’ By the time the foolish driver got around to putting on 
his lights, the elephant was too close for them to do any good. 
He was so close that if he had reared up he could have come 
down on the jeep and crushed the sahib. Thank Ram, the 
foolish driver finally had enough sense to put the jeep in reverse. 
When the headlights finally shone in the eyes of the elephant, the 
sahib told me that the elephant did an about-face and leaped 
away at at least forty miles an hour. The sahib told me he d 

never seen an elephant run like that before.’ 

In a roadside hut, a woman is serving tea to an officer in the 
uniform of a havildar, ‘My husband has gone for training in the 
militia,’ she tells him. ‘He will be gone fifteen days. Even when 
he’s here, he’s working all the time on the construction of the 
road. He’s paid three rupees a day. The work is all out in the 
cold.’ 

‘I get chilblains all the time, and I’m in a vehicle most of the 
day,’the/iflwWdf says. 

At the rest bungalow in Bomdila, where I spend a night, the 
only other gue-sts arc an elderly Indian couple - a police bigwig 
from a tribal area and his wife. They sit in the yard, surrounded 
by huge supplies of tinned foodstufifs, and cell me about jungles 
and shikars in NEFA. ‘All the jungles here arc alive with 
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leeches,’ the police officer says, ‘I am very good game for them. | 
The other day, I was on a shikar, and when I came out of the I 

jungle, in spite of all the precautions"! had taken against the j 

leeches, thirty of them the size of your thumb were hanging I 

from my leg and I was bleeding like a goat. My tracker, whom | 

I had left behind to follow the shikar, took one look at my leg I 

and fainted. And he was from the area!’ | 

‘What did you do about the leeches? ’ I ask. ,| 

‘I pulled them off,’ he replies. ‘They just want blood, that’s I 
all. You can get an infection if the leech comes from an animal I 

with a festering wound, but my leeches .so far have always been | 

clean. Did you come across any rogue elephants on the way?’ | 
‘No. The only elephants on the road were tame ones, and I 
were being used for road construction,’ I say. I 

‘There arc at least four rogue elephants roaming the road I 

now, and I’m going to get them all,’ he says. ‘Elephant h my I 

favourite rAi 7 (nr.’ I 

‘Is it difficult to hunt down an elephant?’ j 

‘Not really. Elephants have good hearing but very bad cyc> j 
sight. So you .stay quiet when the elephant is still and move 
when the elephant moves. The spot to aim at is near the car. I 
always take a couple of trackers with me, but Tm the only one 
with a gun.’ 

‘What do you do with an elephant once you’ve killed it?’ 

‘I take the tusks and the feet and leave the rest, but in some 
of these tribal areas the carcass isn’t there more than half an 
hour. Before I’ve even collected my trophies, every man, woman, 
and child will be hacking away at the meat. The other day, I 
killed a sleeping elephant that was half buried in mud. It was 
gone within an hour. Elephant meat is as tough as a tyre, but 
the people in these parts think it the greatest delicacy, Of course, I 

they .smoke the meat for months before they eat it.’ I 

A few miles up from Bomdila, I have lunch at a road-con- I 

struction camp, where my host is an engineer with the rank of I 

colonel. He expatiates on the virtues of his organization, which I 

is paramilitary, and which has the task of building the border ) 

roads. ‘What the Public Works Department, with its bureau- | 

cratic procedures, would take six months to do we can do in a , J 
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,«k tase m have «lia'y <««#»'.'>'' I'"' 

Atm mj Jo the blasting for oor roaJs, but its our |ob to 
S S and blaitop them and maintain them. In many of 
thi border areas, we have only single-road systems, and one 
landslide can cut o£l our troops in the forward anas, Land- 
slides are so common on this particular road that everyone who 
works or travels on it risks bis life. I hope you get thmogli to 
Tawang. There's blasting going on ahead. I ve known people 
,0 take two or three weeks to get to Tawang from liomdila, and 

that’s a distance of only a hundred miles. r t. 

Up ahead, where the blasting echoes like camion fire, ^ the 
driver puUs up at an Army encampment. He indicates a wind¬ 
swept tent flapping and swaying on its pegs, and My.s, lhat s 
the iunior officers’ mess of the unit. Sahib can wait in there in 
comfort until the blasting is over.’ Inside, a young man with 
a flushed face, who looks no more than fifteen, tells me, straining 
to be heard over the tumult, ‘I am only the doctor of the unit, 
and I have a temperature of a hundred and one, but I have been 
left in charge here. AH the other officers are up the road super¬ 
vising the blasting. We’ve been given orders to surface a long 
stretch of the road so it can take seven-tonners. Our orders are 
to do it in ten days. It’s a task and wc have to do it. We have to 

work day and night to do it,’ 

Wc drive on. It is getting dark, and die road is fast dis¬ 
appearing under billows of fog. A group of high-ranking officers 
who arc camped down in a muddy, slushy ravine have a vacant 
bunk and give me shelter for the night. They wine and dine me 
in their mess as if I had crossed the seven seas just to call on 
them. Throughout the dinner, as an added courtesy to me, they 
talk about writing - primarily about the merits of one particular 
book, in honour of which they have named their camp. The 
camp is called Shangri La. 

Next morning, the driver manoeuvres to pass a convoy loaded 
with wooden planks, and the left back wheel of our jeep spins 
off the edge of the road, tilting us over a several-thousand-foot 
drop. We sit paralysed for an instant, and then shift our weight 
away from the drop, as if we had the power to rock the jeep 
back onto die road. People from the convoy rush over to our 
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jeep and seize it, The driver and I ease ourselves out. Everyone 
helps to heave our jeep back onto the road. After much turning 
ami moving backward,s and forwards by the convoy vehicles, 
our jeep is finally climbing the road again. 

Se La has a lake with a snow-covered ridge on cither side. 
The driver refu,ses to budge until I have put a stone on a cairn 
to [.ilacate the evil spirits of the pass. 

At a village called Jang, a goatherd alternately attends to his 
goats and sees to the brewing of tea, which he serves me with 
ginger biscuits, 

The Tawang Monastery, which used to be a daughter house 
of Drebung, one of the great monasteries of Lhasa, is more than 
three hundred and fifty years old, and remains one of the lead¬ 
ing Buddhist centres in Asia. Built on a hillside, it looks from 
the outside like a fortress, and from the inside, because of its 
narrow streets and low buildings, it has the atmosphere of a little 
medieval European town. For a guide to the monastery I have a 
lama, who unceasingly murmurs the montra 'Om Mmi Padme 
Plum' ('0 God, Jewel in the Lotus Flower’). He belongs to the 
local tribe of Monpas, who arc known for a gentleness verging 
on docility. Certainly he is placid. Fle conducts me upstairs and 
tlown.stairs. First, we go through the monastery’s school. This is 
a little room serving both as a dormitory and as a classroom. 
Nine boy lamas are reciting something in high, piercing voices 
for three adult lamas. It seems that the boy lamas have a set 
routine of prayer and recitation from four o’clock in the morn¬ 
ing, when they wake up, until nine in the evening, when they 
go to sleep, and that ear-pulling, knuckle-rapping, and thrash¬ 
ing are integral parts of the routine. Next, I am shown the 
library, a room containing hundreds of long, narrow volumes 
with thick wooden boards for covers. Many of the books are 
carefully swaddled in cloth. On the floor there are mattresses 
and .squat lectern-like tables for reading. Then I go through a 
temple, a large room dominated by a towering figure of Buddha; 
throwing a scarf full of rice up at him is said to bring blessings. 
Finally, my guide pre,sents me to the abbot, who sits in a room 
among the likenesses of Buddha during different stages of his 
life. The abbot gives me a cup of salted and buttered tea, and 
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while I am slowly swallowing it he downs about a down caps. 
He tells me about the old days when the Tawang Monastery was 
a government unto itself, levying and collecting taxes; about 
the Dalai Lama, who rested there during his flight in 1959; and 
about the fall of Tawang to Chinese troops in 1962, concluding, 
‘Most of the lamas fled, but a few of the older ones stayed back 
and were treated with respect by the Chinese, who lavished 
presents on them. The Chinese are very good for the first year or 
two. They were so In Tibet, too, but after that they become very 
difficult. The Indians are now here, and next time they will be 
able to defend us.* 

At Tawang (and at other military posts in the interior), 
military officers tell me they are convinced that India .should 
fight for NEFA, even if it means directing the whole Indian 
economy towards guns instead of ^hi and sacrificing all hope of 
economic progress. They are convinced that India should fight 
for NEFA even if it means risking the lasting enmity of 
China, which, acting with the other enemy, Pakistan, might 
one day destroy India in a multiple-front war. They insist 
that NEFA belongs to India, and that even if India’s claims 
were not valid it would make little difference, since, just as 
in the case of Ladakh, no country ever voluntarily cedes terri- 
tory. 

The Indian case for the existing Indo-Tibctan boundary, as 
Nehru and his Ministers developed it, was that the natural 
northern boundary of India was the Himalayan water-shed; that 
this natural boundary had been accepted by tradition for at least 
twelve centuries; that part of it, the McMahon Line, had been 
formally accepted by China and Tibet in the Simla Conference 
of 1913-14, as a result of the diplomatic efforts of Sir Henry 
McMahon; and that NEFA lay on the Indian side of the 
McMahon Line. But according to the recent researches of Alas- 
tair Lamb, a Cambridge-trained historian who is a Senior Fel¬ 
low of the Institute of Advanced Studies of the Australian 
National University, India’s caiic for her present in NEFA 
leaves much to be desired. In a brilliantly researched but rather 
controversial two-volume work entitled The McMahon Line: A 
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Study in the Rektim Betmeen India, China and Tibet, r^o^i to 
/p/4, he writes: 

Since the deterioration in Sino-Indian relations in the T95 o’s, In¬ 
dian officials have maintained that the McMahon Line notes [ex¬ 
changed by McMahon and the Lonchen Shatra, the Tibetan delegate 
at the Simla Conference] merely ‘formalized the natural, traditional, 
ethnic and administrative boundary in the area’. The tribal tracts 
in the Assam Himalayas, it has ben stated, were already under 
Indian administration in the eighth century a,d. .. and have been 
continuously so from that date to the present time... Unfortunately, 
it cannot be said that this picture of the administrative history of the 
Assam Himalayas, however much it might suit the demands of 
modern Indian diplomacy, is a true one... The McMahon Line,.. 
was not an ancient Indian border, It was a new frontier alignment... 
[In reality. Lamb argues, the internationally aaepted Indo-Tibetan 
bundary at the time ran along the foothills of the Assam Hima¬ 
layas. ] It was not based on traditions of great age.. 

The obvious principle upon which to base the new frontier align¬ 
ment was, as many Indian observers have pointed out during the 
course of the Sino-Indian dispute, the watershed between rivers flow¬ 
ing into Assam and those flowing into Tibet. Unforuinatcly, the 
Assam Himalayas do not lend themselves particularly well to a uni¬ 
form application of the watershed concept of boundary making. The 
range is cut through by the Tsangpo-Brahmaputra, one of the great 
rivers of Asia flowing through thousands of miles of undoubted 
Tibetan territory from its source not far from the sources of the Indus. 
The true watershed between the Indian plains and Central Asia 
would lie north of the Tsangpo and its tributaries; and a boundary 
following this line would include Lhasa, Shigatse and Gyantse and 
most of the towns of Central Tibet within India... It was clear, 
therefore, that, unless the new boundary was going to result in the 
British annexation of a great deal of Tibet, it would have to run 
across at least six major rivers. The McMahon Line, tire final form 
of this boundary, therefore, did not, in fact, follow the main India- 
Central Asia watershed. Rather, it was drawn along a scries of water¬ 
sheds between the valleys of the major rivers which had their sources 
to the north of the line of the highest peaks of the Himalayan range. 

There can be no doubt that McMahon was being less than straight¬ 
forward in his scheme for obtaining Chinese approval for his Line. 
Had the Chinese actually signed the Convention, they would ccr- 
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tainly have found it hard to deny some degree of validity to the 
definition of the Indo-Tibetan boundary in the Assam Himalayas. 
However, the Chinese did not sign, and by 1929, when the Anglo- 
Tibetan notes of 24/25 March [the reference is to that exchange be¬ 
tween McMahon and the Lonchen Shatra] were first published - if 
not much earlier - they surely perceived that they had been the in- 
tended victims of a British trick, which would go far to explain the 
Chinese loathing for the ‘illegal’ McMahon Line. 

Lamb acknowledges that the Chinese delegate at Simla 
initialled the Convention, but he does not attach any legal im¬ 
portance to this act. Even if the Indian.s reject Lamb .s conclu¬ 
sions - and they do - recent researches have cast India’s claims, 
at least to some parts of NEFA, into the limbo of doubt. Cer¬ 
tainly some of the agents of the Indian presence in NEFA feci 
at times that they are living in limbo. I recall an evening at the 
house of the Deputy Commissioner of Tawang. He had all the 
government officers in Tawang seated around a couple of card 
tables in his parlour, which was heated by a large stove called a 
bu\haru They were playing bridge and drinking rum toddies. 
At a point when the D.C., a tall, handsome Kashmiri, was the 
dummy, he sat back and said to me, T want to go on leave next 
month, because my niece is getting married, but I have no idea 
whether my leave will be sanctioned. We would all like to get 
down to the plains once in a while and have a good bath and eat 
some green vegetables and fresh fruit. But we civilian officers 
can’t be spared, and it’s very difficult to get leave. Some of us 
have been stuck up here for three or four years. If the Chinese 
make trouble again, we may be stuck here forever. In 1962, the 
officers packed up and left. Now our orders are to stay here and 
fight, regardless. But life in Tawang is not all bad, Take me, I 
have a rent allowance, a cost-of-living allowance, a hardship 
allowance. I have a six-room house with three servants. This 
style of living would cost a good deal in Delhi.’ Fie added, with 
a smile, ‘Of course, I live in only one room of the house, because 
one can hardly think of bringing one’s wife and children up 
here, but at least one has the consolation of knowing the rooms 
are there.’ 

‘Life is terrible up at Bum La, though,’ his partner said, 
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taking a trick. 'I was posted in Bum La for a year, It’s two days’ 
ordinary march up from here or one day’s tough march, It was 
so cold up there that none of us could look out of our tents - 
we couldn’t even get out of our sleeping bags, Yet our job was 
to spy on the Chinese, and that meant patrolling a frontier that 
was two thousand feet higher still. Once, I did venture out of 
ray tent and carry out the patrol I saw a couple of Chinese, and 
I informed them that they weren’t supposed to be there. They 
said, “Who arc you? Go away," ’ 


Bhutan 

To outsiders, until recently, the Kingdom of Bhutan, which has 
a population of about seven hundred thousand and an area of 
about eighteen thousand square miles, was little more than a 
mysterious rectangle on the map in the Assam Himalayas, be¬ 
tween NEFA and Sikkim, Bhutan, which the Bhutanese call 
Drukyul (‘land of the thunder dragon’), was autonomous and 
had a closed-door policy, and in historical times no more than 
a score of Europeans had managed to enter it. Moreover, it had 
no towns, no post offices, no shops,'and no law courts or other 
instruments of public administration. Its government was feudal 
and autocratic, and its economy was based on serfdom and 
barter. A well-known article on Bhutan, written for the Ency- 
ckfHieilia Britannica around 1900 by the Superintendent of 
Frontier Surveys of India, Sir Thomas Hungerford Holdich, 
noted: 

Subordinate officers and rapacious governors of forts wield all the 
power of the state, and tyranny, oppression, and anarchy reign over 
the whole country, The Dharm raja [the spiritual ruler] succeeds as 
an incarnation of the deity, On the death of a Dharm raja a year or 
two elapses, and the new incarnation then reappears in the shape of 
a child who generally happens to be born in the family of a principal 
officer. The child establislies bis identity by recognizing the cooking 
utensils, ike,, of the late Dharm raja; he is then trained in a monas¬ 
tery, and on attaining his majority is recognized as raja, though he 
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exercises no more real authority in his majority than he did in his 
infancy, The Deb raja [the temporal ruler] ...in practice... is 
merely the nominee of whichever of the two governors of East and 
West Bhutan happens for the time to be the more powerful... The 
people are oppressed and poor, ‘Nothing that a Bhutia [Bhutanese] 
possesses is his own,’ wrote the British envoy in 1864: “he is at all 
times liable to lose it if it attracts the cupidity of any one more power- 
ful than himself,,. There never was, I fancy, a country in which the 
. doctrine of “might is right" formed more completely the whole and 
sole law and custwn of the land than it does in Bhutan.’ 

In 1907, however, the reigning Dharm raja having died and 
the reigning Deb raja retired to a life of contemplation, political 
and ecclesiastical forces chose the strongest feudal lord, Ugyen 
Wangchuk, as hereditary maharaja - the first man to be so 
named in Bhutan. None the less, for a time the effective govern¬ 
ment continued to reside, as it had for centuries, with numerous 
feudal lords, each of whom maintained order and wielded the 
)i power of life and death over the people living in the vicinity of 
' his or fortress. Today, although the dzongs are still the 
centres of administration, the present heir of Ugyen Wangchuk, 
Maharaja Jigme Dorji Wangchuk, who is in his late thirties, 
enjoys dominion over all of Bhutan. He has the nucleus of a 
government, with a Secretary-General, who looks after economic 
development, and a Chief Secretary, who looks after the civil 
administration. 

Bhutan has always been a stronghold of black magic, and to 
this day the practice of witchcraft is common everywhere. Bon, 
a form of shamanism, is the main religion, though the Bhu¬ 
tanese do observe Buddhism or Hinduism to some degree. The 
benefits of technology - white magic, in a manner of speaking - 
first became known in Bhutan in the late fifties, vt'hen, with the 
help of the Indian government, Bhutan cleared a space in the 
forest and established a new township named Phuntsholing 
Cbeginning of everything’) in the foothills on the IndoBhu- 
tanese border, just inside the Bhutan Gate. (There actually is a 
gate - a high wooden one.) Soon afterwards, again with the help 
of the Indian government (between i960 and 1966 India gave 
Bhutan technical and financial assistance to the amount of a 


hundred and twenty million rupec.s, or sixteen million dollars), 
work was begun on the first road. For this project, and for 
others like it, every man and woman in Bhutan was required 
to work for one month out of every year on construction, under 
a lystem of more or less forced labour. That first road, which 
today can be traversed by jeep, goes up from Phuntsholing to 
Thimbu, the capital under con.struction, and to Paro, the in¬ 
terim capital. 

About three miles up from Phuntsholing on the Thimbu-Paro 
road is the new Don Bosco Technical School, I first learned 
about the school while it was still in the planning stage, from 
New Frontier for Christirnty at the Top of the World, a pam¬ 
phlet distributed in the United States by the Salesian Society of 
the Catholic Church. After noting that the Bhutanese govern¬ 
ment had donated forty acres of land, and that boys over the age 
of twelve would receive instruction at the school in reading, 
writing, and arithmetic, and also in the elements of carpentry, 
mechanics, and agriculture, the pamphlet stated, ‘With God’s 
help ... school buildings will rise in Bhutan,,. Tlie first Catho¬ 
lic church will be built and the work of .spreading the Faith 
will bepn.’ The reader was invited to ‘adopt’ a Bhutanese boy, 
and a picture of a .smiling boy was reproduced, with the caption 
'Just $5.00 will support a boy for one full month. Just |6o,oo 
will support a boy for one full year.’ The text explained, 'If you 
wish to adopt a Bhutanese boy, his photograph, name, and all 
particulars will be sent to you. In addition, you will receive 
Ictters^from your adopted son tran.s!atcd from Bhutanese and, 
later, in English as he learns the language.* The reader was also 
invited to dedicate a building or buy equipment, with the list 
of needs going like this! 


8 Classrooms! 

Des{s for two{m) 
Crucifixes 
Blackboards (i) 

2 Dormitories: 
Bcds{m) 

Chairs (m) 
Crucifixes {2) 


1250 ea, to dedicate 
$150 each set 
$200 each 
|ioo each 

$500 ea. to dedicate 
$100 
$100 
I400 
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I Dining Room: 

$500 to dedicate 

Tables {21) 

|l20 

'Benches 

fioo 

Library 

$400 to dedicate 

Study Hall 

$400 to dedicate 

Gymnasium 

f4oo to dedicate 

Rooms for Fathers and Brothers (8) 

1400 each 

Workshops: 

Lathes (10) 

|i20 each 

Fk«(5o) 

f 120 each 

Planing Machine (i) 

I250 

Carpentry: 

Sets of tools (bo) 

I140 each set 


I visit the Don Bosco Technical School, which stands a little 
off the road, in a large clearing, with heavily forested moun¬ 
tains in the background. So far, it consists only of four Quonset 
huts - the familiar long aluminium sheds with arched roofs and 
rows of vents for windows. The huts form a quadrangle. From 
one of them came the halting, languorous voices of boys recit¬ 
ing: 'Don Bosco, Apostle of Youth, we beg you to intercede for 
all the youth of the world and especially for the youth of the 
mission to Bhutan, that they may be inspired by the ideals of 
Christian love, labour, and modesty, and thus obtain the grace 
to join you and Our Lady in Paradise.’ Pacing in front of 
another of the huts is a tall, lean, youngish man, who has blue 
eyes and blond hair and is dressed in a white cassock, He is 
the principal, the Reverend Philip Giraudo. After an exchange 
of greetings, he takes me into his office, a small room that con¬ 
tains no decoration, no books, no papers, no filing cases - only 
a couple of wooden chairs, a plain wooden table, and, on the 
table, a figurine of Christ with one hand pressed over His heart, 
the other raised in an attitude of benediction. 

‘Pick him up,’ Father Philip says, 

I do. A thin, tinny sound issues from the figurine. It is musk, 
played at an extremely slow tempo and a little off key. I recog¬ 
nize the melody - Schubert’s ‘Ave Marla’. Father Philip remains 
silent until the music has come to a halt. Then he takes the 
ffgurine and sets about winding it up. 


‘Are the boys encouraged to become Christians?’ I ask. 

‘We don’t try to convert any of the boys, but we will be very 
happy if any of them should decide to become Christians,’ 
Father Philip says. 

I ask him about Don Bosco, for whom the school is named, 
and Father Philip tells me that he was an Italian saint - Gio¬ 
vanni Bosco, who was born in the Piedmont in 1815, just after 
the Battle of Waterloo, and grew up in the confusion of the 
industrial revolution. At the age,of nine, he had the first of a 
series of prophetic dreams that determined the course of his 
life. In the dream he saw savage animals becoming gentle and 
unruly children becoming obedient. The dream decided his 
vocation for him: to work among poor boys as a priest and 
teacher. He did this work until his d^h, in 1880, founding in 
Turin the Oratory of St Francis of S®s, a hostel for appren¬ 
tices and schoolboys that in time became a trade school, and 
eventually establishing the Salesian Congregation - later Society, 
- which spread to Spain and France and sent its first mission 
to work among the Indians of Patagonia. At last count, the 
Society had twenty-five thousand priests working in seventy- 
five countries. 

‘I was the prefect of the Salesian school in Shillong,’ Father. 
Philip says, setting the figurine down. Shillong lies a hundred 
and seventy-five miles southeast of Bhutan. ‘Some of the first 
Bhutanese children to be educated came to us there a few years 
ago. Because of those children, His Majesty Jigme Dorji Wang- 
chuk invited us to open a school here. We have fine students. 
They’re optimistic, and they have a lot of enthusiasm for any¬ 
thing new. Our motto is “Learn and Produce’’.’ 

An Indian priest looks in. Father Philip introduces him as the 
school bursar, the Reverend Thomas Arackal, from the state 
of Kerala. ‘I-Ie has written an article about the school,’ Father 
Philip says.‘He can tell you all about it.’ 

‘Father Philip is a very good linguist,’ Father Thomas says. 
‘He speaks Hindi, Assamese, Bengali, Nepalese, Garo, and, 
now, perfect Bhutanese.’ 

'I’m just learning Bhutanese,’ Father Philip says. 

‘This is the only technical school in Bhutan, but it is prob- 
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ably also the best general school,’ Father Thomas goes on. The 
boys come here on foot from all over the country. The journey 
can take days.’ 

‘They come here after attending primary schools, and they 
learn very quickly,’ Father Philip says. 

‘How long has the school been going?’I ask. 

‘Since May 1965, but we already have sixty boys, ten of them 
Tibetan,’ Father Thomas says. ‘This place was all jungle, which 
was cut down for us by the Bhutan Engineering Service. And 
then these Quonset huts were put up. It is so different froin 
Calcutta, where I was before. I have not had much time to travel 
in Bhutan - we’ve been so busy. I have never been to Thimbu 
or Paro, or anywhere, buyj^en I like it here. The students are 

sogobd.’ W , , , 

Father Thomas and Father Philip show me through the 
school - through the few classrooms, through the ^carpentry 
shop, and through the machine shop. As yet, there is no elec- 
tricity in the school, and everything in the workshops is hand- 
driven and handmade, including the wrenches, the pliers, the 
hinges, and the nuts and bolts in the machine shop.^ ^ 

‘We hope to add a motor-repair shop,’ Father Philip says. ‘It 
will take some time, You must remember that until a few years 
ago the Bhutanese had never seen a nail or a wheel.’ 

Today, I am riding in a jeep up the Thimbu-Paro road. It 
runs along beside the turbulent Thimbu River, which flows out 
of Tibet and empties into the Brahmaputra. The river loofis 
around the hills and mountains, and .so does the road. The road, 
however, shoots up hundreds of feet and then drops down hun¬ 
dreds of feet, and it criss-crosses the river over an endless series 
of insubstantial-looking bridges. Sometimes it snakes through 
oppressive rain forests, where the hills are of loose mud and 
look as if they might slide down and bury the road - as, indeed, 
they do during heavy rains - and eventually it reaches the o[H’n, 
rocky plateaux of the higher ranges. Along the way, swarms of 
labourers, many of them Nepalese or Sikkimese migrant 
workers or Tibetan refugees, are clearing forests, blasting moun¬ 
tainsides,, and breaking and hauling stones. They occupy roacl- 
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side camps that arc collections of little wooden shacks, thatched 
biuhas, and canvas shelters, 

Thimbu is in the river valley, whose slopes, scattered with 
stunted trees, rise and dissolve into dark mountain.s, which, in 
turn, disappear in snow and fog; it is dusk. My driver speaks 
only Bhutanese, and all I can gather is that his name is Lengo, 
First, he drives to a sort of compound at the head of the valley, 
where he stops and talks with a couple of sentries posted at the 
gates. 'Phen he drives into the compound and stops in front of 
a small, elegant house, daintily carved, like a jewel box. The 
hou.se is shuttered, and Lengo drives on to a second, smaller 
hou.se in the compound; this house is also shuttered. He then 
drives all around the compound, stopping to talk with several 
sentries. 

After that, Lengo drives out of the compound and down the 
valley to a huge edifice with clay walls so high and thick that 
they might conceal a city. He stops and gets out. I make a move 
to follow, but he indicates that I should remain in the jeep. 
!/ngo disappears through a gateway, and soon returns, climbs 
into the jeep, and starts back towards the compound. On the 
way, he stops in front of a big, solid-looking house, built of raw 
pine and with a slanted roof, that re.sembles a Swiss chalet. The 
house is on stilts and is entered by a tall ladder. Lengo goes up 
the ladder and into the house. After some time, he comes down 
and indicates that I should go up, I do. The door at the top of the 
ladder is open, It is a plank-like affair ingeniously hung on 
wooden swivels, with a high wooden slat for a door-sill I put one 
foot over the sill and into the house, As I do so, I barely clear a 
wooden beam that suddenly looms overhead. A powerfully built 
man with an enormous head is standing just inside, and he grips 
my hand, We are in a large room, the walls of which are covered 
with coarse, heavy cloth painted with flower designs in bright 
primary colours, About the room are squat divans, and these are 
covered with lush carpets, also in bright primary colours. In the 
middle of the room there is a stove with a fire in it, and around 
this are gathered .several men and one young girl All of them are 
.stocky, have broad faces with high cheekbones and almond- 
shaped eyes, and resemble many of the other Indo-Mongoloid 
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people who live in the Himalayas. The girl can speak a little 

English. She says she wilHntcrpret _ 

I ask many questions, about Thimbu and the Maharapa, about 
the government, and about the people, but I don’t get coherent 
answers. Although the girl speaks English with a charmmg 
accent, which, surprisingly, is reminiscent of Charles Boyer s, her 
knowledge of the language is so fragmentary and unidiomatic 
that it is hard to get even the drift of her remarks Eventually, 
though, I gather that I am in the house of the Chief Secretary and 
that he is the man who received me at the door. 

I ask the Chief Secretary if it will be possible for me to meet 

^As best I can make out, the answer is that the Maharaja is 
camping somewhere near Punakha, and Punakha is a long march 
from Thimbu. If I like, I can march there, but because of a recent 
snowfall the trails, never good, are especially bad. The Maharaja 
himself would have been very happy to march to see me in 

Thimbu, but he is not very well just now. 

Before long, I reconcile my.self to the fact that my impressions 

of Bhutan are bound to be .sketchy. 

Jewel box in compound is palace. Huge edifice is new dzon^ 
When completed, will contain monastery offices with filing cabi¬ 
nets, bathrooms with plumbing, an eating place with waiters, and 
an electric lift. 

Military unit parading in Thimbu with matchlock guns. 

Paro. Another river valley. Beautiful. Improvement of 
agriculture and animal husbandry. Introduction of sma l- 
scale industries and modern medicine. (For all disease.s, the 
Bhutanese seem to u.se the word which actually means 

^ Houw made of mud blocks five feet thick. Ingenious system 

^%a\{hu, baggy robe with all-purpose pouch in front above 

^Unastery. Butter lamps. Rodhisattvas - thirty-foot figures of 
unbaked clay. Last for years beeau.se of cold climate. Everywhere, 
in strong red,s, yellows, and blues, painted demons, lucky sym¬ 
bols, Trees of Life, Heavens and Hells. 
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Ritualistic dances. Death’s-heads, Masks of clay and wood 
depicting grim faces from nether worlds. 

Royal family and a few members of government beginning to 
use wheels and nails - the new system of magic. 


The Protectorate of Sikkim, which the Sikkimese also call Dcn- 
jong (‘land of rice’), which has a population of about a hundred 
and seventy thousand and an area of about twenty-six hundred 
square miles, and which is stuck between Bhutan and Nepal like 
a postage stamp, is my next port of call. I’m travelling in a jeep 
up a hill road - a thirty-five-mile-long zigzag that goes past 
hamlets, forests, waterfalls, lakes, scrub, and mos.S'grown rock, 
and that rises from Gangtok, the capital of Sikkim, which is 
about .six thousand feet above sea level, to the most strategically 
iraportiint pass of the entire Himalayan rampart, Natu La, 
fourteen thousand four hundred feet above sea level. The hill 
road is part of a road system - once an ancient caravan route for 
trade in tea, salt, incense, spices, and silks - that, starting in 
Lhasa and passing through the Chumbi Valley, over Natu La, 
and through Sikkim, descends to the Siliguri Gap; if the Siliguri 
Gap were ever to fall to the Chinese, Bhutan, NEFA, Assam, 
and Nagaland would be cut off from India. Natu La, where 
today Tibet ends and Sikkim begins, and where Indian and 
Chine.se troops confront each other, is the point at which India 
hopes to stop any Chinese advance towards Siliguri. In the jeep 
with me, besides the driver, is a major from the Indian Army’s 
public-relations office. He’s a Punjabi with a matter-of-fact 
manner. *We must hurry back from Natu La,’ he is saying, in 
a flat voice, ‘It has been snowing at Natu La for nearly twenty 
days non-stop; the snow let up only yesterday, and fog is a routine 
feature on this road. It’s as bright as anything now, but thick 
fog and darkness often cover this road by four in the afternoon. 
To navigate in that kind of pea soup you need a driver who 
knows every twist and turn by heart. Even then it takes two to 
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navigate - one to look out the window, the otlvcr to drive. And 
just the other day I had to walk in front of my jeep for miles to 
guide the driver down the road.’ 

Our driver is now repeatedly racing the motor, but the front 
wheels have disappeared into a huge snowdrift and our jet^ is 
stuck. Fortunately, Natu La is only a thousand yards away. The 
major and I put on snow boots, take up walking sticks, and, 
leaving the driver to dig the jeep out, begin trekking up to the 
pass. Winds lash us and throw us back. With every step, we psp 
for air. The drifts arc so deep that our walking sticks are of little 
help, ■ 

'Routine feature.*!,’the major remarks. 

We trudge on, bracing each other. We come upon some pwans 
urging a train of mules laden with tins of kerosene up towards 
the pass. The mules can’t budge for the snow, which is almost up 
to their flanks, 

‘You want to break their legs?’the major shouts. 

The jmans turn around and salute. Then they set about hoist¬ 
ing the tins onto their own backs. 

‘It’s a matter of honour with the officers to see that the be,st 
stuff is .sent straight up to the jmm at Natu La,’ the major says 
as we gasp along. 'It’s a matter of honour to send up fresh 
rations each day as long as the road i.s open. The jawans get meat 
three times a week, and water and fuel for two baths a week. 
It’s a routine feature to give the jawans holiday time in Gangtok, 
where they can get a haircut and go to the cinema, 

Now an abandoned bulldozer with .snow still heaped on the 
blade obstructs the path. Now there is a black rock face on one 
side, a black abyss on the other, and a formation of ravens over¬ 
head, Now all is white. We traverse a tortuous gully of snow 
and a ledge scarcely a foot wide. A couple of stones roll down 
the rock face and cra.sh at our feet. More stones pitch down 
and come to rest in a bank of snow a little ahead of us, where 
they balance precariously, a.s if lying in wait for us to draw 
abita,st. Heads down, wc continue to pick our way, testing the 
snow underfoot with each step, even though wc know that there 
is no protection against slick patches. Finally, a snowfield with 
high, jutting, jagged ridges in the background comes into view, 


It is Natu La, On the ridges to our right are bunkers, and a few 
jawans with guns and field glas,ses are standing on guard outside 
them. The ridges on the left and in front seem completely deso¬ 
late, Suddenly, from behind a rock on the far left, a Chinese 
soldier bobs up. In one hand he holds a rifle with a bayonet, in 
the other a camera. 

‘We arc in excellent firing range,’ the major says. ‘It’s a routine 
feature, But wait a minute,’ The Chinese soldier tucks the rifle 
under his arm and rai,ses the camera. ‘He’s taking our picture for 
their intelligence service, Say “Birdie”.’ 

I .say ‘Chce,sc’. 

The Chinese .soldier ducks out of sight. 

‘It’s very frustrating for our jawans not to know when the 
enemy may start something,* the major says, ‘Recently, the 
Chinese gave us an ultimatum - we must remove our fortifica¬ 
tions here. But there were no fortifications - only some old piles 
of .stones, They were probably left here by Tibetan travellers for 
good luck, I brought up a number of correspondents and showed 
them the stones,’ 

‘And the stones were removed?’ I a.sk. 

‘Oh, eventually .somebody removed them.’ 

The Chine.se .soldier returns with half a dozen other soldiers. 
They all have rifles and field glasses, and they peer through the 
gla.s.scs alternately at us and at the jawans^ The ridges, which 
are the shoulders of the pass, are so close that the Indians and 
the Chine,se can .see each other quite well with the naked eye; 
with the field glasises, one imagines, they can see each other so 
well that the enemy forces must have the illusion of being within 
hand'shaking distance. 

Indian troops are in Sikkim because of an Indo-Sikkimese 
treaty, signed in 1950, that gave India the responsibility for 
Sikkim’s defence - along with the right, considered basic to 
defence, to construct and maintain communications * and also 
for Sikkim’s external affairs. Actually, the 1950 treaty only ex¬ 
tended the status of Sikkim as a protectorate of India, which had 
been defined in a treaty signed in 1890. This status presented 
negligible problems until 1963. In that year, Palden Thondup 
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Namgyal, who at the time was the Crown Prince, married Hope 
Cooke, an American, and then, upon the death of his father, 
became the Maharaja of Sikkim. As a result of these two state 
events - which were reported in the press everywhere ~ certain 
differences between India and Sikkim crystallized. Some of these 
differences arc ceremonial, like the form of address for the 
Maharaja and Maharani; some are symbolic, like the elevation 
of the Maharaja’s palace in Gangtok relative to the elevation of 
the near-by residency of the Political Officer, who is India’s 
plenipotentiary for Sikkim and Bhutan; and some are substan¬ 
tive, like the provisions of the treaty. 

Throughout the raj, the form of address for the maharajas of 
all the princely states - which enjoyed various degrees of auton¬ 
omy, and included Sikkim and Bhutan - was ‘Your Highness’. 
When the princely states were merged into the Indian Union 
and the maharajas were divested of most of their powers and 
prerogatives, the Indian government granted all the maharajas 
the right to retain their old form of address. Sikkim and Bhutan, 
however, were not merged, partly because they were isolated up 
in the Himalayas, and partly because they were linked geograph¬ 
ically, racially, and historically with Tibet and Nepal. When the 
relations between India and China soured, and Sikkim and 
Bhutan, among other regions of the Himalayas, were thrust into 
the forefront of the conflict, the Indian government, as one form 
of recognition of their new political importance, started address¬ 
ing the Maharaja of Bhutan as ‘Your Majesty’. Yet it continued 
to address the Maharaja of Sikkim as Your Highness. From 
one point of view, the distinction amounted simply to a recogni¬ 
tion of the real difference in the status of Bhutan and Sikkim - 
Bhutan all but sovereign, Sikkim an out-and-out protectorate. 
From another point of view, however, it seemed that the Maha¬ 
raja of Sikkim, in being equated with the hundreds of titular 
maharajas, was being slighted. It is said that the present Maha¬ 
raja of Sikkim would like to be on equal terms of address with 
the Maharaja of Bhutan, and that Hope Cooke’s friends in the 
United States, who regard her as the first real American-born 
queen, would like to have her addressed as ‘Your Majesty’. But 
the Indian government has had second thoughts about having 


granted this epithet - formerly reserved for the British Crown - to 
the Maharaja of Bhutan in the first place, and is reluctant to risk 
playing further havoc with the niceties of protocol by permitting 
its use in Sikkim. For the time being, the impasse has been cir¬ 
cumvented; everyone calls Palden Thondup Namgyal ‘Your 
Highness’ in his presence but refers to him in official discussions 
as (in addition to ‘the Maharaja’ or ‘His Highness’) ‘the Chogyal’, 
which is Sikkimese for ‘the heavenly king’, and thus describes 
the absolute secular and spiritual powers with which he is en¬ 
dowed in the eyes of his subjects; similarly, Hope Cooke is called 
‘Your Highness’ in her presence, and otherwise (in addition to 
‘the Maharani’ or ‘Her Highness') ‘the Gyalmo’, which is Sik¬ 
kimese for ‘the consort of deities’. 

Again, Gangtok, which is a modern hill station (unlike 
Bhutan, Sikkim has had an open-door policy for nearly a cen¬ 
tury), is strung across a ridge that connects two hills, and it 
happens that the palace stands on the lower hill and the residency 
on the higher one. This is thought to express symbolically the 
relationship existing between the maharaja of the protectorate 
and the plenipotentiary of the protector country, for the Political 
Officer, since the time of the first one, John Claude White, who 
was appointed to the office in 1888, has more or less called the 
tune for the reigning maharaja - or, sometimes, the maharani, if 
she happened to call the tune for her husband, as was the case 
with Thotab Namgyal, who was the Maharaja of Sikkim when 
White took up his duties there. How the Maharani ruled the 
Maharaja, and how White, as the plenipotentiary of his govern¬ 
ment, ruled the Maharani, comes across in this splendid passage 
from White’s Si\hm and Bhutan, the most famous book on the 
area. (In transliteration, there is likely to be considerable variation 
in the spelling of proper names; hence Sikkim or Sikhim.) 

He [Thotab Namgyal] was entirely under the influence of the 
Maharani, his second wife. 

This lady, the daughter of a Tibetan official in Lhasa, is a striking 
personality. Small and slight, beautifully dressed in brocades, velvets 
and silks, with much jewellery of rough turquoise, coral, and amber, 
her hair adorned with strings of seed pearls, which reached to, the 
hem of her gown, and wearing the curious Tibetan head-dress 
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adopted by the Maharanis of Sikhim, she was^ a most picturesque 
objectj a harmcmy of gold and brilliant colours impossible to convey 
in words... 

She is extremely bright and intelligent and has been well edu- 
cated) although she will not admit that she has knowedgc^of any 
language but Tibetan. She talks well on many subjects, which one 
would hardly have credited her with a knowledge of, and can write 
well. On the occasion of Queen Victoria’s diamond jubilee, she per¬ 
sonally composed and engrossed in beautiful Tibetan characters the 
address presented by the Sikhim Raj, which runs as follows; 

‘To the most exalted and beautiful white lotus throne of Empress 
Victoria * the incarnate - Sri Devi - the glorious Goddess - who has 
been ruling and conducting the affairs of the great Empire, being 
Victorious in every quarter of the globe by the dint of her accumu¬ 
lated virtues and merits, 

The Memoriae. 

‘Gracious Majesty, 

Trom the ocean of merits has sprung yow glorious self, whose 
fame has spread all round the world like the rays of the sun. Yotr 
Majesty’s reign in respect of Government, defence, of light, and in 

increase of prosperity has been perfect. ^ ^ _ 

'll is our fervent prayer that Your Majesty’s glorious reign may, 
with fame encompassing the world, extend to many happy years 
more. 

“This humble vassal being extremely happy, with all his subjects, 
has been rejoicing at the Jubilee of Your Majesty’s reign, and prays 
that Your Majesty shedding lustre of good, just and benign rule, shall 
sit on the throne for a hundred great periods of time. ^ ^ ^ 

■With a pure white silk scarf, to represent the sincerity of wishes,’ 

Her disposition is a masterful one and her bearing always digni¬ 
fied. She has a great opinion of her own importance, and is the 
possessor of a sweet musical voice, into which she can, when angry, 
introduce a very sharp intonation. She is always intcresring, whether 
to look at or to listen to, and had she been born within the sphere 
of European politics, she would most certainly have made her mark, 
for there is no doubt she is a bom intriguer and diplomat... Her 
common sense and clearsightedness were on ^ many occasions of the 
greatest assistance to me in my task of administering and develop¬ 
ing Sikhim, and when I laid various schemes before her she was 
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qirick to see the material advantages to be obtained and gave her 
support accordingly,.. 

Not long after I had taken up my new duties. Government de¬ 
cided that it would be to the advantage of the State to remove the 
Maharaja from Sikhim for a time, and Kurseong, in the Darjeeling 
district, was proposed as his residence. It was my unenviable task to 
have to convey these orders to Their Highnessc^ and their reception 
of the news was mast characteristic, The Maharaja remained silent, 
but the Maharani abused me roundly, called me every name she 
could think of, and losing her temper entirely, got up, stamped on 
the floor, and finally turned her back on me.,. 

With the departure of the Raja and Rani to their temporary quar¬ 
ters, the task of reorganizing the country began in earnest. 

In the present circumstances, however, any reminder that the 
Political Officer - now, of course, an Indian - holds the position 
of piper in Sikkim is presumed to be gall and wormwood to the 
occupant) or occupants, of the palace. 

Even though Palden Thondup Namgyal, as Crown Prince, 
represented Sikkim in the negotiation of the 1950 treaty, he now 
takes exception to its external-affairs and communications pro¬ 
visions. And some of those American well-wishers of the Maha¬ 
rani would like to see Sikkim running its own external affairs, so 
that it could cut a figure, say, in the United Nations, Then, too, 
some Indian critics of their country’s policy in Sikkim point to 
the anomaly of a democratic, anti-imperialistic India’s having a 
little protectorate of her own. G. H. Jansen, writing in the 
Statesman, spoke for these critics when he said of the 1950 treaty, 
‘The two countries are tied together in a hopelessly out-datd 
strait-jacket.This treaty is something of which India should 
be, if not ashamed, at least not very proud.' He envisioned a 
new, ideal treaty, in which ‘defence’ would be happily left to 
India by Sikkim; communications, now that the main military 
roads have been built, could be handed over to Sikkim; external 
affairs could be shared, in the sense that Sikkim could be per¬ 
mitted, even encouraged, to take part in non-political inter¬ 
national conferences once it is understood, as it should be, that 
such attendance is not part of a progression towards indepen¬ 
dence,’ and he added, ‘New Delhi’s doubts on this score are 
unfounded,’ 
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In a subsequent issue of the Statesman, Kazi Lhendup Dorji- 
Khangsarpa, who was identified as the president of a Sikkimese 
political party called the All Sikkim National Congress, was in 
print with a letter saying that a revision of the treaty was secon¬ 
dary, almost irrelevant, ‘in view of the all-important fact that 
Sikkim has no written constitution, that the people of Sikkim 
have no fundamental rights, no codified laws, a High Court 
without a Charter, and are ruled by “proclamation V Dorji- 
Khangaarpa contended that in its organization Sikkim was a 
feudal state, administered entirely by landowners, monasteries, 
and the palace, And, indeed, he was supported in this view by 
one of those New Delhi doubters, who recently said to a visitor, 
‘Jansen’s optimism about a new treaty is a little giddy. At^the 
time we signed it, most Sikkimese wanted to accede to the Union, 
merge with democratic India. Subjects of all princely states where 
Hindus were in the majority, as they are in Sikkim, were burn¬ 
ing with the spirit of nationalism, and they all wanted to be 
Indians. But we quashed the democratic aspirations of the Sik¬ 
kimese by signing a treaty, making an unholy alliance with the 
Chogyal, who is, after all, a relic of feudalism. That was a mis¬ 
take, Now the only hope, the only permanent solution to Indo- 
Sikkimese relations, is a democratic Sikkim, and then there 
would be a point to having a new treaty.’ 

Through the bright-red-and-blue gates, ornately carved with 
dragons’ heads, past bright Chinese-style sentry boxes, from 
which guards clad in bright-red felt jackets, striped kilts,, and 
straw hat.s step out and salute, up a winding road affording a 
view of blue-green mountains with white caps, past an orchid 
garden, a pond, a bright multi-coloured chapel, up the steps and 
onto the veranda of a bright-yellow two-storey house with a 
slanting red shingled roof, through a double door - and I arrive 
at the palace, where I’ve been invited to stay by the Chogyal and 
the Gyalmo, who show me down a hallway to my room. It is 
pleasantly furnished with an overstuffed raw-silk sofa and match¬ 
ing armchairs, a small antique English desk'(a lady’s dc.sk), and 
a white llama-skin throw rug - presumably from the Andes - on 
the Boor. 


Suddenly, the Gyalmo swoops down and starts rolling up the 
rug. ‘Truly, truly, truly, we don’t like people to step on this rug,’ 
she says, in a whispery, breathy voice. 

‘There is a rug like this in our bedroom, and Hope won’t let 
me step on it with my shoes on,’ the Chogyal says. 

‘Yes, yes, yes,’ the Gyalmo whispers. ‘I have soapsies that are 
so pretty I won’t let anyone use them. They are just kept to be 
looked at.’ 

‘Here is a bell you can ring for the bearer,’ the Chogyal says. 
‘If he doesn’t come, just step outside the door and shout. I have 
three aides-de-camp. One of the A.D.C.S is always on duty, and 
our bedroom is right above yours.’ 

The Chogyal and the Gyalmo conduct me into a sitting room, 
which contains low divans covered with rust-coloured Tibetan 
silk and low carved tables with glass tops. A bearer appears with 
drinks. He has a young girl in tow. The Chogyal introduces her 
as the daughter of the palace driver. The Chogyal has a whisky. 
The Gyalmo and the girl have Cokes. Their Highnesses make 
themselves comfortable on the floor, with the girl beside them. 

‘I feel like having a potato-salad-picnicsy-type dinner tonight,’ 
the Gyalmo says, picking up The Ladies' Home Journal Cooi(- 
hoo\ from a stack of cookbooks on a table. She begins leafing 
through the book. ‘I was in England a couple of Christmases ago. 
It seems it was ages since I was in England. In England you 
could have strawberries and cream. You could have strawberries 
and cream the whole day. Another day you could have something 
else, and you could have that the whole day. But here in Sikkim 
so many things are not available. When you get back to America, 
please, please, please send me some Sara Lee frozen cheesecake. 
If you send it on a plane that has a freezer, we’ll have the cheese¬ 
cake bailed out in Calcutta.’ She studies a page in the book. 
‘Here’s a good recipe - tomato stuffed with egg salad.’ 

The Chogyal is showing the girl a Japanese painting pad. 
‘Look,’ he says, dipping the brush in water and applying it to 
the pad. ‘You use the water, like this, to paint on the pad. See 
how this line is coming out black? Now you wait a few minutes 
and the line will disappear.’ 

‘A friend of mine gave me the pad and the brush as a present,’ 
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the Gyalmo tells me. ‘The Japanese use it for feaming quick 
brushstrokes, I find it very useful for practising doing my eye* 
brows right,’ 

The girl tentatively takes the pad and starts painting a picture 
first of the Gyalmo and then of the Chogyal, kt before she can 
complete a likeness it disappears, She tries again and again, and 
always comes up with a blank page. 

Presently, I speak to the Chogyal and the Gyalmo of their 
legendary meeting and courtship. A couple of years before 
coming here, I met them when they vi.sited the United States to 
show their baby, a son, to the Gyalmo’s family and friends, and 
when I interviewed them for the ‘Talk of the Town’ department 
ohhtNfwYor\er, 

There was no grand design on my part to catch a king [the 
Gyalmo told me then], I just fell in love with his sad, sad eyes and 
sad smile and disjointed and beautifully courteous manner. Truly, 
truly, truly. But at each meeting he would repropose to me, I must 
have said yes, yes, yes six times.’ 

'I didn’t know if she meant it,’ the Chogyal said. ‘It sounded too 
casual When I did believe her, I wrote to her family. Tliey said 
‘Who is this fellow?" and did some research on me. My engage¬ 
ment to Hope wasn’t very popular in Sikkim. It was said that I was 
marrying an American girl so that I could have a foreign account. If 
I had'wanted a foreign account, I could have had it through the 
black market. No one would marry just for a foreign account. Also, 
the astrologers kept making us put off the wedding, because they 
said the year was unpropitious. But there wasn’t any feeling against 
the marriage on the ground that local girls were being slighted. We 
often went to Tibet to get girls to marry-my late wife was Tibetan 
- because if one took a wife from Sikkim it would mean having 
Sikkimese relatives, and therefore graft and injustice, and in a king’s 
eyes all his subjects should be equal It is said that dogs have no uncles 
and kings have no relatives.’ 

‘Even after we were married, there was feeling against me at first,* 
the Gvalmo said. ‘The Al Capone of Sikkim, a defrocked monk, said 
Ihadlegslikeftng^fls.’ 

‘Ttmgks arc sections of bamboo used for carrying beer,’ the Chog¬ 
yal said. 

But those reminiscences of the romance that I was given in the 
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United Slates were in the nature of an outline. Now the CJiogyal 
and the Gyalmo graciously fill in the details for me. 

Hope Cooke was born in San Francisco, in 1940. She was the 
only child of |ohn J. and Hope Noyes Cooke. When she was still 
a baby, her parents were divorced, and when she was two her 
mother died. She became the ward of her maternal grandparents, 
Mr and Mrs Winchester Noyes, both of whom died when she 
was fourteen. She then became the ward of an aunt and uncle, 
Mr and Mrs Selden Chapin. She studied in private schools in the 
eastern United States, and also, for a time, in a school in Iran, 
where Selden Chapin was posted as ambassador. She entered 
Sarah Lawrence College as a freshman in the autumn of 1958. 
She made a brief visit to India in the summer of 1959, and one 
of the places she went to was Darjeeling, There she met Palden 
Thondup Namgyal, then Crown Prince, in the bar of the Wind- 
mere Hotel, where they both happened to be staying. 

Palden Thondup Namgyalj Order of the British Empire 
(1947), Padma Vibhushan (1954), Commandeur de I’Ordre dc 
i’Etoile Noire (1956), who was then also an honorary lieutenant 
colonel of the 8th Gurkha Rifles (he is now an honorary major 
general of the regiment) and who was m Darjeeling visiting his 
command, was born in Gangtok, in 1923. He was the second son 
of Sir Tashi Namgyal, who raled Sikkim from 1914 to 1963, He 
was educated in several boarding schools in India, and then 
spent three years preparing for the life of a lama. (The Sikkimese 
believe him to be an incarnation of a previous Chogyal, named 
Sidkeong Namgyal, who ruled from 1863 to 1874, and believe 
both of them to be successive reincarnations of the Karmapa 
Lama of Kham, in eastern Tibet, from which the Namgyal 
family migrated to Sikkim in the early fifteenth century.) When 
he was eighteen, his older brother died and he became heir 
apparent. From then on, he was actively involved in the affairs of 
Sikkim, In 1950, he married Sangey Deki, daughter of a Tibetan 
nobleman named Yapshi Samdu Phodrang, and the couple had 
two sons, Tenzing Kunzang Jigme and Topgyal Wangchuk 
Tenzing, and a daughter, Yangchen Dolma. (All three now 
attend public schools in England.) His first wife died in 1957. 

Miss Cooke, after her meeting with the Crown Prince in 
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Darjeeling, returned to Sarah Lawrence. They did not keep in 
touch during the next two years. Then, in the summer or 1961, 
she revisited Darjeeling. Again she stayed at the Windmcre 
Hotel, and again she found that the Crown Prince was staying 
there, too. On her first evening in Darjeeling, he took her to a 
ball of the 8th Gurkha Rifies and proposed to her on the dance 
floor, and she said, ‘Yes, yes, yes.’ 

Soon afterwards. Miss Cooke accompanied the Crown Inncc 
to Gangtok, where she spent a week with his family, but the idea 
of an American bride in the palace did not meet with favour 
either from his family or from the Sikkimese people genera y. 
Miss Cooke returned to Darjeeling, and stayed on there as a 
guardian to Yangchen, who was then five and was m .school 
there. Late in the autumn, Miss Cooke returned to Sarah Law¬ 
rence to resume her studies while the Crown Prince laboured in 
Sikkim to pacify the opposition, now vociferous and organized. 
For instance, there was a petition presented to Sir Tashi Nam- 
gyal by the All Sikkim National Congress over the signature of 
among others, Kazi Lhendup Dorji-Khangsarpa, which read, 
in part: 

We... being deeply aggrieved and apprehensive, wish to bring 
the following facts to your immediate attention and considenaion: 

That this proposed marriage between the Maharajkumar [Crown 
Prince] of Sikkim and Miss Hope Cooke is against the best traditions 
and customs of Sikkim, It is not correct to say that this marriage has 
the approval of the people of Sikkim.,. The fact that the Maharaj¬ 
kumar states that he received permission from the Ladhi-Medhi 
[lamas and village elders] cannot be accepted as ‘permission’ per se, 
for they represented carefully selected ‘yes-men’, a fact that is known 
to all Sikkimese. There was, in effect, no properly constituted body 
that could convey the serious objections of the people of Sikkim on 
religious, economic, and security grounds, nor was that section of the 
Sangha [clergy] who regard him, an incarnation, as a virtual 
apostate, present,., 

That ... Sikkim's maximum revenue is between 60 and 70 lakhs 
yearly. The present attitude of extravagance with reference to the 
Maharajkumar’s proposed marriage constitutes a criminal waste of 
the depicted resources of the Sikkim Government and the people. 

That the fact that this is a second marriage of the Maharajkumar 
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of Sikkim, and that the succession is already provided for, makes it, 
in the eyes of all Sikkimese people, a matter of no great public im- 
ponance... Urgent Developments Plans are being kept back for the 
lack of funds, many villages are without good dispensaries, roads, 
schofils, and clean drinking water, etc. 

That Sikkim is a Kiiddhist State; the Maharajkumar is the Presi¬ 
dent of the Malia Budhi Society, and it is repugnant to the religious 
feelings of tlie Sikkimese masses that a considerable number of ani¬ 
mals will be slaughtered, and tluit drink will be lavishly distributed 
on tlii.s occasion.,. 

That in view of all the above-mentioned disturbing facts, it is our 
considered and wcll-tliought-out opinion that, on grounds of security, 
Religious feelings, Economics, and general well-being of our country 
as a whole, we wish to place on record our opposition to the wasteful 
expenditure proposed to be incurred in the proposed marriage. 

In a princely state, opposition from politicians could be ignored, 
but not opposition from astrologers, and the astrologers in Sikkim 
categorically ruled out 1962 as a possible year for the royal nup¬ 
tials, on the ground that it was a disaster year, (A.s it happened, 
the year did bring the Chinese invasion and also some natural 
calamities.) Finally, on 20 March 1963, a month after Miss 
Cooke’s graduation from Sarah Lawrence, the Chogyal married 
her. ‘Gangtok on the day of the wedding,’ according to one ex¬ 
tensive account, ‘presented a colourful juxtaposition of East and 
West, with ten sombre-suited ambassa^rs rubbing elbows with 
red-robed lamas, maharajas, local peasants, New York debu¬ 
tantes, and a generous representation of the international press, 
Some two hundred friends and members of the family crowded 
into the royal chapel, while 5,000 other guests tlironged the 
capital city for the festivities,., the following week of celebration 
costing some |6o,ooo.’ On 20 February 1964, the marriage was 
blessed by the birth of a prince, who was named Palden. 

Much has been written about the royal couple’s life in Sikkim. 
At least one article was the work of the Gyalmo herself. 'There is 
a serenity in Sikkim that gentles and fills out its countrymen,’ she 
wrote in an article in Asia Magazine entitled ‘Where Life Is 
Beautiful in Its Simplicity and Fluraan Spirit Survives’. ‘It is not 
a rarefied serenity of astringent and ascetic beings, rather it is a 
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serenity born of generous natures... Somehow, in the Plima- 
layas, cradled by the beauty of Kanchenjunga and the other snow 
mountains, one is deeply, terribly aware of the rhythm of 
attunement between the world of spirit and of man.’ 

The next day is the beginning of Losar, the Tibetan New 
Year (Sikkim observes the Tibetan calendar), and the day desig¬ 
nated for the first durbar of the Chogyal’s reign. In the palace 
gardens, workers are busy setting up tents decorated with colour¬ 
ful appliquds, in preparation for the lunch that is to follow t c 
durbar. Near by, the full contingent of palace guards - a company 
and a half - is parading. Streaming into the palace compound are 
Sikkimese, Indian, and foreign well-wishers, who include rank¬ 
ing government and Army officers, high lamas, politicians, land- 
owners, journalists, and representatives of the Rangpo Mining 
Corporation, the Rangpo distillery, the main post oiRce, and the 
local girls’ school - the whole of Gangtok society, about two 
hundred strong. They are coming to wish a happy New Year to 
the Chogyal and the Gyalmo, who have stationed themselves on 
one of many brocaded overstuffed sofas in the main drawing 
room. For the occasion, Her Highness is wearing a floor-length 
Sikkimese brocade dress, and she looks rather birdlike beside the 
imposing figure of His Highness, who is wearing his coronation 
vestments - a skirt and a tunic with long bell .sleeves, all of 
gold brocaded with roses, the ubiquitous dragons’ heads, and 
other good-luck symbols. In groups of two and three, the well- 
wishers march in through the main door of the drawing room, 
bow, present scarves to Their Highnesses, and, having been 
favoured with smiles, nods, and perhaps a word, pass out through 
the side door. It takes two hours for Their Highnesses to greet 
everyone. After the guests depart (all of them arc to return for the 
durbar and the lunch in the gardens), Their Highne.sscs .settle 
down on the veranda, the Chogyal with a whisky and the Gyalmo 
with a Coke, to wait for the durbar. 

‘Everything in the palace ha.s a mystique,’ the Gyalmo .say.s, 
‘This morning, we had a Buddhist service for Losar in our 
chapel. It had a Golden Bough mystique.’ 

The conversation turns to social life in Gangtok. ‘Society here 
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is very small,’ the Chogyal .says. ‘You always have to invite the 
.same people. If you don’t invite the Political Oflicer, he feels 
insulted. Whether or not the Political Officer is a good dinner 
guest depends on who he is. One time, I Invited some senior 
Army officers for drinks and “Pillow Talk’’, which was playing 
at the cinema here at the time. I didn’t invite the Political Officer, 
since it was just an informal gathering, On the day of the party, 
the .senior officers I’d asked happened to go to tea at the Political 
Officers, Hiese officers told the Political Officer that they were 
coming to the palace for drinks and then coming with me to 
“Pillow Talk’’ that night. “Oh, my wife and I haven’t been 
asked,’’ the Political Officer said. “We’ll buy our own tickets 
and go there and embarrass the Chogyal.’’ He arrived and spoiled 
“Pillow Talk’’for us all’ 

I ask the Chogyal about his present disenchantment with the 

‘There was little choice in 1950,’ he says. ‘At that time, there 
wa,s quite a lot of popular agitation in Sikkim for merging with 
India. The Political Officer here then abetted it, but when he 
found out that the Indian government was not interested in 
integrating Sikkim, I must say his conduct was very correct; he 
helped to calm the agitation. Now there is no popular agitation 
for merging with Inffia. Now we want to be a separate country. 
Indians .say it’s became I have done my work too well They say 
that I have bought out the politicians here by giving them con¬ 
tracts for development work; all the money that India gives us 
for development work is funnelled through the palace, and there 
arc .some Indians who now regret this. They believe that the 
Political Officer or some independent agency should give the 
money. But I think the reason for the end of the political agitation 
is that the Sikkimese like my government. My friends in the 
Indian government are always telling me that monarchy is on its 
way out, that I have to change my government, and Pm always 
saying to them that people will like monarchy as long as mon¬ 
archy continues to prove useful.’ 

We arc joined by an agreeable-looking Indian gentleman, who 
is about the same height as the Chogyal, and who, like the 
Chogyal, is wearing the Sikkimese skirt and tunic, but, in con- 
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.as. to .he Chosyal'a toea, which fall over to tad. Mi- 
eating that his hands are not meant for work, ^ 

sleeves are rolled up. He is Mr R. N. Haldipur, now the 1 rmcipal 

idmmtoadveoLrmSikhim.Durm8.hcr,..<w^^^^^ 

arv lor the government of India to appoint one of it olha s to 
dlVn of a princely sate. The dewan, besidea «.ng aa a am 
ti Prime Mh.ia.cr io the maharaja, waa '!'= 
and ears at court. The practice ™.“ 
princely states, but in Sikkim it 

dewan is called the Principal Administrative Officer. Hi pos 
tion like other aspects of Indo-Sikkimese relations today, is 
sensitive - even more sensitive than that of the Political Officer. 
To quote Jansen’s article again, ‘The position of the. .jewan 
. is held by an Indian officer. This is a 

is too obviou^asymbol of Indian control,and hisreto^^^ 

the Indian Political Officer can never be easy. No official should 
be put in the position of having to serve two masters. 

If Mr Haldipur is under any such strain, he gives no .sign of 
‘Your Highness, I have made my durbar speech as much like 
America’s State of the Union Message as I could, he says to k 
Gyalmo, beaming like a story-book " 
main item of the durbar is to be this speedi of Mr Haldipur s. 

The Indian, Sikkimese, and foreign guests of the morning arc 
all gathered in a pavilion in the palace compound, where the 
durbar is now in progress. The monks have finished chanting 
prayers. The Chogyal has just made his formal prcsentations and 
Lards. There is a ripple of coughs and ffiuffles in the pavilion 
as we all wait for the next item. A Sikkimese politician sitting 
next to me leans over and whispers, ‘You’ve lived in America. 
We have an American Gyalmo. My question is this: If there is a 
war between Sikkim and India, will America fight on Sikkim s 

side? I would like your opinion.’ . , . , 

I am taken aback. Then I remember the dreamlike setting, the 
Walter Mitty world of politics in a principality. I rack my brain 
for some sort of reply, but I am saved by Mr Haldipur, who 
begins his .speech. 

‘It is indeed my proud privilege and honour to welcome on this 
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the Chogy.l mi the Gyatao, rite tombers of *e Royal 
Family, my colleagues, and other guests,' he says, in English, 
It has been an annual practice to hold the durbar on the occasion 
of the Losar, to review the progress and examine the short- 
comings of the work done in the previous year, but this practice 
could not be adhered to in the last few years, due to the illness 
and, later on, the sad demise of the late Chogyal. Today we are 
happ that the circumstances have rendered it possible to hold the 
durbar, and it is a unique occasion in so far as it happens to be 

our present Chogyal’s first durbar.’ 

^ j^ter talking for a time about the esteem in which the Chogyal 
IS held by his courtiers, he continues, ‘The most significant and 
memorable event has been the Ser-Thri Nga-Sol of the Chogyal, 
Thondup Namgyal, who ascended the throne, by the grace of 
the Three Gems, as the twelfth consecrated ruler of SikkLi, The 
event was an occasion for universal happiness and rejoicing 
throughout Sikkim, and was marked by a sense of pride, belong¬ 
ingness, and renewed confidence that the Chogyd would con¬ 
tinue in the footsteps of his late illustrious father, The Chogyal’s 
intimate knowledge of his people’s problems, his constant care, 
and keen interest in their well-being is manifest in the various 
activities of his government’s depai-tments. This year marks the 
end of the Second Five-Year Pkin of Sikkim, which was financed 
by the generous aid from the government of India. In the initial 
stages, the plan suffered from a shortage of key materials, as a 
result of the emergency, and lack of trained personnel, which 
prevented it from gathering momentum, but later it gathered 
both speed and direction. While there will be a certain amount 
of shortfall in the achievement of financial targets, it is gratifying 
to note that the various departments have been able to complete 
successfully all the major projects that were included in the cur¬ 
rent Plan ... The orchid sanctuary at Gangtok is doing well 
A committee for beautification of Sikkim was formed, and it has 
taken up the work of construction and maintenance of several 
public parks through the agency of the Forest Department. Satis¬ 
factory progress has also been reported in the field of animal 
husbandry. A flock of imported Rambouillet rams was recently 
received and distributed in north Sikkim for the purpose of cross- 








374 JOUTRAIT Of INDIA 


THEHIMADAYAS 


breeding ijdth the local sheep so that the quality and yield of wool 
could be considerably improved, In addition, a sheep farm has 
already been opened at Dentam, in western Sikkim, where a flock 
of Romney Marsh sheep particularly suited to wetter areas will 
be supplied soon. We could not make much headway in our 
piggery-farm scheme at Goyzing, primarily because of lack of 
trained personnel and the unavoidable delay in the starting of 
the farm. We have since undertaken remedial measures, and 
the Department has already sent one of its officers for training 
in swine husbandry.* 

He mentions a few more projects, then says, ‘The serious 
threat and intrusions from across the border into our territory 
were matters of grave concern for us and India, but the gravity of 
the situation only sened to strengthen the existing bonds of 
friendship between Sikkim and India and demonstrate conclu¬ 
sively the confidence in each other,* 

He concludes, ‘The task ahead is stupendous. As our Chogyal 
mentioned in his Speech from the Throne on the occasion of the 
Ser-Thri Nga-Sol, “We shall not remain content until we have 
banished from Sikkim whatever traces may remain of 'poverty, 
ignorance, and disease; we shall not cease in the straggle until 
the light of knowledge, health, and happiness shines bright in 
every home of our motherland.” Let these words be the guiding 
star for our work. Let us hope that each day and each month 
brings us nearer to the goal. We are confident that under the 
Chogyal's wise and enlightened rule the ship of the state will 
move on a smooth and even keel, and let us resolve to engage 
ourselves honestly and purposefully to serve the people of Sikkim 
in order to improve their standard of living, bringing unto them 
greater happiness and prosperity,’ 


Economically and militarily, the Kingdom of Nepal, which is 
threc^ times the .size of Bhutan and eighteen times the size of 
Sikkim (it has an area of about fifty-four thousand square miles 


and a population of about ten million), Is only Bhutan and 
Sikkim writ large, for although it has enjoyed all the trappings of 
a sovereign power during the last hundred years, India secs the 
three Himalayan states as horses of a similar colour (people in 
the plains sometimes call them ‘three pendants on India’s Hima¬ 
layan necklace’). India, of course, is well aware that in the last 
few years Nepal has been busy courting and sending forth 
ambassadors (Sikkim and Bhutan have so far left their foreign 
affairs to Indian emissaries), getting economic aid from countries 
all over the world, even Including Israel (Sikkim and Bhutan 
have so far relied entirely on India for development funds), and 
exploiting the enmity between India and China, just as any 
small country situated between two huge adversaries might 
(Sikkim and Bhutan have so far had no political involvement 
with China). In fact, it is partly the recent political goings on in 
Nepal that have led Delhi to put a snaffle on Bhutan and a curb 
on Sikkim. 

It is said that such difficulties as India has had with Nepal can 
be traced to certain anti-democratic and pro-Chinese tendencies 
on the part of King Mahendra Blr Bikram Shah Deva, who ocai- 
pies the Nepalese throne. He has put an end to such democracy 
as the palace previously allowed to take hold in Nepal. He has 
imprisoned some of the kingdom’s most Important liberal lead¬ 
ers. He has welcomed Chinese diplomats and Chinese technicians. 
Above all, he has allowed the Chinese to build a highway con¬ 
necting Katmandu, the capital of Nepal, with Lhasa, so that 
military vehicles can roll to his capital not only from Lhasa but 
all the way from Peking, King Mahendra maintains that his 
political and diplomatic activities are all directed towards the 
fulfilment of his nationalist dream of ‘opening windows on the 
world’, and Nepal has now, at last, had an undeniable fenestra¬ 
tion, though King.Mahendra, in his wildest fancies, could not 
have Imagined that it would take the form of an invasion so 
bizarre as to temporarily submerge all other considerations. 

As it happens, the best of the war dispatches is from the hand 
of J. Anthony Lucas, for the 'New Yot\ Times : 

The world's beatniks have really gone ‘way out’ this time * all 
the way to Katmandu... 
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From the United States, Canada, France, West Germany, Britain, 
the Netherlands, and Scandinavia, almost 200 ostentatious noncon¬ 
formists have found their way to this Himalayan city and more are 
pouring in every day. 

As they wander Katmandu’s narrow alleys begging rupees from 
the Nepalese or lounge in dingy Tibetan restaurants smoking 
hashish, few of the ’travellers', as they call themselves, can explain 
precisely what brought them here. 

Some say, ‘Well,' you know, the Buddhist bit, the wisdom of the 
East,’ Others say it’s hashish, which is probably cheaper, better, and 
more easily available here than anywhere else. 

Most, like Bill Digby, an American with a bushy red beard 
and long hair, just shrug their shoulders and say: ‘It’s where the 
scene is, manl The word was out all over Europe... so here we 
are...’ 

Jcan-Michcl Solente, a former employee of the French radio who 
quit to write a ‘i5o-page poem’, commented: 'Nobody knows how 
it started. Suddenly everybody was on the road headed this 
way,..’ 

‘It's easy,’ explained an Austrian with a string of prayer beads 
around his neck, 'You thumb your way to Istanbul. There you find a 
German businessman who wants you to drive his Mercedes to 
Teheran for him, There you pick up a Danish girl with a Vt;.spa 
who gets you to Kabul. In Pakistan you sneak onto a bus without 
paying and in India a Sikh truck driver gives you a lift into Delhi 
-you've got it made.’ 

I chance upon a member of the gentle infantry, a recruit from 
Pittsburgh, on the Grand Trunk Road. From head to toe he is 
swathed in a vetust, exotic Hudson Bay blanket, and his beard 
and long locks give him the look of a fuzzy bear. Staff in one 
hand, bowl in the other, he trudges along, clanking a cowbell 
that hangs from his wrist, and repeating 'Om hare, kre Krisbnu' 
The bearded boy says to me, ‘Man, I’m really going to blow 
my mind in Nepal It's the Newars now. You grok? ’ 

It seems he’s freaked out on reports he has had of the matri¬ 
monial rites prevailing among the Newars, one of the main 
racial groups in central Nepal. Every Newar girl, as a child, i.s 
formally married to a Bengali quince, The fruit is then cast into 
a sacred stream, and, the immortality of the marriage having 
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thu.s been secured, the Newar girl is free to marry—once she 
reaches puberty - again and again, provided that she takes the 
precaution of placing a betelnut under the pillow of the in¬ 
cumbent husband the night before she wishes to take a new 
one. 

‘Bengali quince I Betelnut I’ he exclaims. 

I head in the opposite direction. 


Ladakh 

Some epithets for Ladakh are the Roof of the World, the Highest 
Dc,serr, the Coldest Desert, Little Tibet, Little Siberia, and 
Snowland, and it is, from all accounts, a dead land. Although on 
maps the triangle that is Ladakh is given plenty of blue wash 
indicating rivers and lakes, what has been written about Ladakh 
make.s it clear that the few rivers render life supportable on only 
a small fraction of the land (forty-one thousand acres out of a 
total of forty-two thousand square miles under India’s control), 
that the lakes are cither frozen over or turbulent or drying up or 
sa me (the last are reminders that the region was once an inland 
salt ,sea), and that most of Ladakh is tableland, which, if it does 
not lie m the shadow of mountains, and thus in Stygian darkncs.s, 
IS, owing to the absence of vegetation, scorched by the sun. I 
obtain a place on an Air Force cargo plane, which for most of the 
year is the only way to get to Ladakh, and I secure Army snow 
gear - monkey cap, parka, special gloves with a slit for the trigger 
nngcT - and submit to an oiFcial harangue on the ‘do’s and 
don t s of coping with Ladakh: ‘Don’t start peeling off your 
clothes if you suddenly get hot ~ from sun to shade the tempera- 
turc^can drop .sixty degrees. Don’t pick up anything hwy. 
Don t do any exercises, Don’t run. Don’t exert yourself at all 
New arrivals often come down with attacks of pulmonary 
mdema, which can cause death in forty-eight hours. As soon as 
you get there, go to your barracks, lie down, and cover yourself 
kden!i%.''^ can stand.’ Then I sign this general 
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To THP, Prisident op India: 

The consideration of the President of India (heredn-after referred 
to as the Government) having at my request agreed to carry me as a 
passenger in service transport (animal, animahdriven, motor, air, or 
water) belonging to the Government or hired or acquired by it... I 
undertake and agree that neither I nor my heirs, executors and ad¬ 
ministrators wili make any claim against the Government or against 
any such servant or against any other person in the service of tlic 
Government for or in respect of any loss, damage, or injury to pro¬ 
perty or persons (including injury resulting in death) which I may 
suffer while boarding, alighting from, or travelling in such transport 
or in consequence of such travel or while or as a consequence of 
lodging and boarding provided by the Government or while being 
at, going to, or returning from work... I also agree so to bind myself, 
my heirs, executors and administrators to indemnify and save harm¬ 
less the Government and any servant of the Government or any other 
person in the service of the Government against any claim of demand 
which may be made by any third party against them or . any of 
them arising out of act of omission or default on my part in con¬ 
nection with such journey’s lodging, boarding and performances. 
The Government has agreed to bear the stamp duty on this docu¬ 
ment. 

Today, I wake up in a military hut after a long rest following 
my arrival at brigade headquarters in Lch, the capital of Ladakh. 
Lch, which is at an altitude of eleven thousand five hundred 
feet, is in a basin with peaks of twenty-five thousand feet or more 
towering on three sides. I stmggle free from a cenotaph of quilts 
and am immediately out of breath. The air is thin and dry, and 
my skin feels taut and rough. Standing almost against a hu\han, 
which is burning kerosene, I somehow manage to get info my 
clothes layers of woollies and coats, and then the parka, the 
monkey cap, and the special gloves. I stagger out of the hut into 
still, numbing cold. I walk a few steps to the officers’ transit me$.s, 
which is separated from my hut by a fence with, of all things, a 
kissing gate. 

In the me.s,s a number of'mournful-looking men arc huddled 
around a bu\han eating, a breakfast of congealed eggs and 
jiotatoes. There are no introductions, and, as if such gracc.s be¬ 
longed to another world, no one seems to expect them. 


THE HIMALATA-S 279 

I engage one of the men - he is .small and has the air of a 
scholar-in conversation. 

‘My colleagues and I have been sent here by the government to 
go into .some of the effects of high-altitude living in Ladakh,’ he 
says. ‘But we have to spend several weeks acclimating ourselves. 
That’s what the commanding officer told u,s, and he should 
know. We have to spend most of our days lying in bed until 
we’re used to the place, but I suppose that’s part of our research, 
too.' 

‘You’ll have plenty to rc-scarch about,’ an officer says. ‘This 
place is a terrible hole, The Army is supposed to rotate the troops 
every two years, but because of the emergencies - the Indo- 
Chine,se war and the Indo-Pakistan war - there are some jamns 
in Ladakh who have been here over three years, and .some of us 
officers have been here as long, though we’re rotated more often 
than the jawans, It Is true that the regular hard routine of exer¬ 
cise is .suspended here, and troops are expected to do only half as 
much as anywhere else. Even so, cases of pulmonary oedema are 
reported all the time, There are ca.scs of snow blindness all the 
time, too. And everyone goes down from here with an enlarged 
heart. No one seems to be able to think very clearly up here, and 
everyone is tired all the time. Many of the soldiers who have 
been here more than a year .suffer from loss of memory and 
vagueness of mind, They all become irritable and short- 
tempered, Some of our soldiers say that after a year in Ladakh 
their hair starts to turn grey. They say you also become im¬ 
potent. They say sometimes permanently so. Doctors don’t 
know what causes it. Maybe it’s psychological, maybe it’s physio¬ 
logical—’ 

'Talking about the same old subject?’ a voice calls out from 
the doorway. All rise, as if they were members of the newcomer’s 
command. ‘The problems arc there,’ an imposing-looking officer 
says, striding into the room. ‘But there is nothing to acclimation 
that mental posture won’t take good care of. It’s the mental 
posture that counts. One, you say to yourself, ‘Tm going to like 
the place," and, two, you like the place.’ 

After breakfast, I .start out in a jeep for the nearest military 
outpost, a battalion headquarters seventy-five miles from Lch; in 
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this mountain desert a spare jeep is indispensable, and so an 
extra jeep tails me. At first, the road runs along the Indus (the 
Indus is called by the Tibetans the River of the Lion, because, 
according to their folklore, its source is in the mouth of a lion, 
and those who drink its waters become heroic), and there arc 
villages in the river valley. Bands of Ladakhis in kneedength 
robes and high felt boots are going about on ponies that resemble 
Shetlands,^and^the houses, which have been hewn out of the 
mountainsides in several tiers, have, in some instances, incongru¬ 
ous-looking corrugated galvanized-iron roofs. There are willows 
and poplars, mallards and wild geese and magpies. Suddenly, the 
river valley and all signs of life vanish, and we are threading our 
way along a road of loose sand through a dry, narrow canyon. 
Closingjn on either side of us are walls of rock and, above tliiim, 
mountains, huge and oppressive. Besides the chug-chug of the 
jeeps, which reverberates eerily in the canyon, there is only the 
occasional mountain sound of falling clods of earth. As if we 
were travelling into a vacuum, drawing a breath becomes pro¬ 
gressively harder. This part of the trek continues for forty-three 
miles, amid an endless landscape of sawtooth ridges capped with 
white peaks, and sandy expanses cut by narrow gorges and 
strewn with gigantic boulders. The terrain is as bleak as the 
moon’s. 

Finally, at the foot of a slope, the driver stops, gets out, and 
leads the way up to a bunker. It is the officers’ mess of the bat¬ 
talion headquarters, and inside I find half a dozen officers 
gathered aroimd a h{hm. One of them, a prim gentleman in 
m ankle-length fur coat, dees all the talking. ‘How was the 
jonmey?' he asks me. ‘We don't get many visitors coming our 
way. Would you be so kind as to sign our visitors’ book?’ He 
gives me a huge ledger with polished brass bindings. I sign mv 
name m an appropriately large hand. We are soon having a repast 
of cocoa and glucose biscuits. The discussion I heard earlier in 
he day is very much on my mind, and I ask the officers about the 
effects 0 service in Ladakh. There is an awkward silence, as if it 
were bad forin to discuss the subject. Then the gentleman in the 

that is at all feasible is to set up posts as high up on the mountains 
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as the men can survive, Sometimes these pickets are little more 
than bunkers with buJ{haris and flagpoles, and our men can do 
little more than march up to the pickets and march down again. 
It’s impossible to stay at such heights for long. The men might 
camp up there for a few days, but some of the pickets are at 
eighteen thousand feet or above, and without frequent rotation 
to the bunkers below the men could not survive. Many of the men 
had never heard of mountains, snow, or deserts until they came 
up here. I myself grew up in the area of Cape Comorin.’ I can’t 
help smiling at this, for Cape Comorin is the southernmost 
promontory on the Indian peninsula. ‘Shock, combined with the 
height and the isolation, makes for many strains,’ the gentleman 
in the fur coat continues. ‘So the men do think that they 
suffer from impotence and other things, but whether some of 
their diseases are real or only imagined we have not yet been 
able to determine by medical research, For things like pul¬ 
monary oedema, however, there is a medical basis, and as soon 
as a jamn comes down with a case of pulmonary oedema we 
evacuate him. A chap who gets it once is likely to get it a second 
time.’ 

‘Is it possible for me to visit one of the pickets?’ I ask, and 
everyone laughs. 

‘You will have to spend some weeks acclimating yourself to 
Ladakh before you can go up to a picket,’ the gentleman in the 
fur coat says, ‘Vast stretches of desert separate divisional head¬ 
quarters from brigade headquarters, and brigade headquarters 
from battalion headquarters, and the pickets may be still some 
days’ journey from battalion headquarters. Coming up here, you 
must have noticed the problem we have with road communica¬ 
tion, and the jeep roads and mule trains go up only so far. After 
that, it’s all on foot, and in this place you can't march very long 
without collapsing,’ 

‘How do you feel about India’s presence here?’ I ask. 

‘It’s a piece of real estate,’ he says. ‘And not a very good piece 
of real estate. The Chinese, who have the, best part of it - Aksai 
Chin - couldn’t even find stones there to build a road. We arc 
here because we have to draw the line somewhere. If we don’t 
draw the line here, we may not be able to draw it in the plains of 
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India. But drawing the line in Ladakh is no joke. The lifeHnc to 
Ladakh is an airlift from the plains of the Punjab; if we lose our 

airstrips, then we lose Ladakh.’ 

‘Does anyone know whether the Chinese are making prepara¬ 
tions for another invasion P ’ I ask. 

‘We don’t know. But from some pickets we can sight figures 
moving along the horizon.’ 

In the next day or two, I talk with a number of jawans, inA 
from all I can tell they might have stepped out into this ghostly 
place from the pages of the Home of the Deed, But now I am 
dining with Ladakh’s high command, the dozen or so officers 
who have the rank to dine in the alpha mess at Leh. We have just 
sat down to soup, and I find that this dinner is part of a farewell 
party for an officer who is about to return to the plains after 
three years’ service here. The talk is over-ebullient. All the re¬ 
marks are directed at an officer who sits at the head of the table 
in place of the absent General Officer Commanding, and they 
are in the vein of the archetypal bachelor dinner: ‘Sir, when he 
gets to those ileshpots, he should chink of us, what?’ and ‘Sir, 
command him not to go berserk when he secs a sari, for, as it is 
said in that film, “My Life, we’ll just be Sahib and Memsahib and 
go out only on Sunday’’.’ 

The officer at the head of the table looks at his watch and .says, 
‘It’s time for the broadcast.’ The broadcast turns out to be an All 
India Radio request programme for the forces. It consists of 
songs, mostly from old pictures, and long lists of names of jatmns 
and officers who have sent in requests. The signal now fadc.s out 
under a rush of static, now bursts into the room strong and clear. 
Once, the name of an officer at the table comes through distinctly, 
and everyone claps. Later, the name of another officer comes 
through faintly, and the man nearest the radio shouts k out and 
everyone claps even harder. Dinner, which runs to many courses, 
is finished to the songs of the programme, 

As the gentleman at the outpost said, the lifeline of the military 
establishment in Ladakh is the air service. There are three air¬ 
strips here, at Kargil, Chushal, and Leh, The Leh airstrip, which 
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was built in 1948, was the first, and it is still, as it was then, the 
me qm non of India’s defence of Ladakh, And the sine qua non 
of the Leh airstrip is S. Narboo, the resident engineer, who has 
the title of Development Commissioner. Until, thanks to him, the 
first plane landed in Leh, Ladakh was accessible only by mule 
trail. (I..eh was on a historic caravan route traversing India, Tibet, 
and China,) Narboo was born in the Ladakh village of Skara, 
next to an old fort called Wazir Zorawar Singh (the fort was 
named after a nineteenth-century Dogra commander who con¬ 
quered Ladakh for Gulab Singh, the ruler of Jammu - the 
southern part of what is now the state of Jammu and Kashmir - 
and later tried to conquer western Tibet but was defeated by the 
joint troops of China and Tibet), and he is one of a few local 
citizens who can speak a language other than the local tongue, 
Ladakhi; one of the even fewer who are fluent in English; and 
one of the still fewer than that who have crossed the seas. After 
elementary schooling in Leh, secondary schooling in Srinagar 
(fifteen days away on foot), and college in Jammu, he went to 
England, where he took a degree in civil engineering at Sheffield 
University. 

I call on Narboo in his office, in a little white house that might 
pass for a baby secretariat. He gives me whisky, and I down it 
quickly, in the vain hope of banishing the Ladakh chill, which 
seems, if possible, worse now than ever. The wind beats against 
the house as if in obedience to a supernatural order to demolish it. 
Narboo and I draw our chairs close to the hu{hari and talk like 
two men marooned in Ultima Thule, 

I ask Narboo what the circumstances surrounding the con¬ 
struction of the Leh airstrip were. 

'When raiders came from Pakistan to try to take Kashmir in 
October, 1947, the government of Jammu and Kashmir realized 
that Ladakh was also going to be raided,’ he says. ‘At the time, 
there was only one garrison of state forces here in Leh and one in 
the subdistrict of Sbrdu, so, to reinforce Ladakh’s defences, the 
government of Jammu and Kashmir decided to build an airstrip 
in Leh as quickly as pos.sible. I was in charge of the Srinagar air¬ 
field, which was the basis for Indian military operations in Kash¬ 
mir. In December, Mr D, P. Dhar, who was the Home Secretary 
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of the government of Jammu and Kashmir, asked me if I would 
lead a party of Indian Army officers and soldiers to Leh and build 
the airstrip. It was very dangerous to go to Leh. There was a road 
to Leh from Srinagar, but for the most part it was just a path for 
pedestrians and muleteers, and it was usually closed from the 
middle of November until the middle of June, because of Zoji La, 
a pass lying at twelve thousand six hundred feet, which in the 
winter can be under as much as fifteen feet of snow. Zoji La has 
always been the main obstacle separating Srinagar and Leh. I said 

to Mr Dhar, “I’ll do it.” And I did it.’ 

I ask Narboo how, exactly, he went about the task of supplant¬ 
ing mules with aeroplanes, and before I know it he has launched 
into an adventure story, which persuades me that he is a pioneer, 
a Pathfinder in sahibs’ clothing. (He is dressed in a .sweater, 
slacks, and a jacket, and although he is short and powerfully 
built, he has something of the manner of a suburban type to be 
found almost anywhere.) 

‘One day’, he says, ‘I got a telephone call from Mr Dhar -1 
remember it was the fifteenth of February, 1948. He said, “Mr 
Narboo, are you still prepared to go to Leh?" I said, "Yes,” Fie 
said, “How long will it take you to get ready?” I said, “It will 
take me two days to hand over my charge and wind up my 
domestic affairs.” Mr Dhar said, “That will do.” The advance 
guard of officers and soldiers who were to help me build the air¬ 
strip left on the sixteenth of February; it consisted of seventeen 
boys from Ladakh and two officers of the Indian Army, Lieuten¬ 
ant Colonel Pritijan and Lieutenant Colonel Hosajan. I left on 
the seventeenth of February in a big Army motor convoy of about 
fifty vehicles, led by Colonel Abdul Aziz. The vehicles were to 
take the supplies to Sonamarg, sixty miles from Srinagar, which 
was as far as the road was motorable; Sonamarg was eight miles 
from Baltal, a way station at the foot of Zoji La. We had gone 
only about eighteen miles from Srinagar - as far as Gandarbal - 
when it started snowing heavily. With great difficulty, we man¬ 
aged to go fifteen miles more, and then we had to stop. Colonel 
Aziz said, “All my vehicles are stalled. What are you going to do 
now?” “Push off on foot,” I said, “My advance guard must be 
waiting forme in Gund, which is only twelve miles ahead. From 


the look of this snow, they can’t have got any farther. I can’t just 
abandon them there.” From villages near by I hired a hundred 
and fifty porters; they unloaded the convoy and somehow hoisted 
all the supplies and equipment on their backs. I said good-bye to 
Colonel Aziz in the snow and pushed off for Gund. The advance 
guard was indeed waiting in Gund, and it was snowing so heavily 
there that the question of moving on did not even arise, In fact, to 
put up for the night we had to dig our way into die rest house, 
which was completely buried under snow - roof and everything. 
We were stranded in Gund for seven days and seven nights. On 
the eighth day, the weather cleared and we dug our way out. I 
got the porters together and told them, “We march today. Let’s 
push off for Sonamarg.” In Gund, the sun was out, but it snowed 
all the way to Sonamarg, which was fifteen miles away, and we 
didn’t get there until evening. Brigadier Faqir Singh, of the state 
militia, received us there and told me that we wouldn't be able to 
go any farther. I said, “We have to.” FIc said, “How do you 
propo,se to go a furlong in this snow?” I said, “Our minds arc 
made up. We .shall see what we shall see,” At half past two next 
morning, I woke the porters up and ordered them to pack. They 
.started crying. “What do you want to do?” they .said, “Lead us 
to our death?” It was so cold that the tears froze on their cheeks. 
I pleaded with them and I threatened them, and by half past three 
we were marching, The snow was so soft and so deep that at every 
step we would sink in almost up to our necks. The men who led 
the party somehow managed to take a step, sink down, pull 
themselves up with their sticks, and take another step. We 
pushed on. It took us almost sixteen hours to travel the eight 
miles from Sonamarg to Baltal, We reached Baltal about seven 
o’clock in the evening, and I told the porters that I was deter¬ 
mined to cross Zoji La the next day. They cried, and said that 
they had to have six or .seven days’ rest for a crossing like Zoji La, 
and that even then they couldn’t risk it without the help of a wind 
to blow the loose snow into the ravines. Without the rest and the 
wind and clear weather, they said, they would be going to certain 
death. I held a council of war with Lieutenant Colonel Pritijan 
and Lieutenant Colonel Hosajan. We granted that all the porters 
were Kashmiris - they were from the Gandarbal slopes, the Gund 
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slopes, the Kangen slopes, and the vSonamarg slopes - and knew 
the area well, and that they had been brought up with snow and 
spent all their lives in the midst of it. We granted that they 
carried our rations and arms and ammunition and clothes and 
the equipment for building the airstrip, and that wc could not 
proceed without them. But we then agreed that it didn't make 
any sense to wait around in Baltal; there was always a chance that 
the weather at Zoji La would take a sudden turn for the worse. 
We agreed there was no alternative but to march on. I got hold 
of the Baltal mail-runner, whose job was to cross Zoji La when 
he could. He wasn’t crossing it at that .season, but I told him that 
he had to guide us over the safest trail; Zoji La is very narrow, 
but even so some places are safer than others. I told thc.portcrs I 
was determined to march on, and they cried and wailed the entire 
night. But we left Baltal, as we had left Sonamarg, at three-thirty 
in the morning. The Baltal mail-runner .showed us the way. A 
gale came straight down at us from Zoji La. It was so strong that 
we could hardly breathe. It choked us and almost suffocated us. 
Sometimes we were forced to march with our backs to the gale - 
march backwards. Sometimes we were forced to go down on our 
hands and knees and crawl up - we were afraid of being lifted 
bodily and blown off the trail. The whole time, we kept having 
to fall back before the gale, and the whole time we were afraid 
that the gale would shake loose avalanches to bury us. By eleven 
o’clock, however, we were all safely at the top of the pas.s. We 
gave out rum to the porters, and Lieutenant Colonel Pritijan and 
Lieutenant Colonel Hosajan and I had brandy. We drank our fill 
and pushed on. Now that we were over Zoji La, the trail was 
wider and much safer. I went ahead. I must have left the porters 
a couple of miles behind me when I heard a thunderous roar, as 
if dozens of cannons had been discharged simultaneously. I 
looked back. The porters were just black smudges on the white 
background, They had thrown down their loads and were run¬ 
ning hither and thither, I saw why. A huge avalanche was rush¬ 
ing towards them. It just missed them, We didn’t lose a single 
porter. Soon I said good-bye to the porters from the Kashmir side 
- Zoji La is the beginning of Ladakh - and I took a new lot from 
near-by villages and pushed on.’ 


‘When did you finally get to Lch?’ I ask. 

‘On the eighth of March. I started work on the airstrip imme¬ 
diately. Mr Dhar was on the wireless every day to a.sk me how 
far we had got. When I fini.shed - it was a month-and-a-half-long 
job / was on the wireless every day to ask Mr Dhar when he 
was going to .send a plane to try out the airstrip. Then Mr Dhar 
told me that Air Force officers had told him that only a Viking 
aeroplane would be suitable for landing on our airstrip, and just 
then no Viking was available anywhere in India. But every morn¬ 
ing when it was clear my subdivifiion officer and I would walk a 
distance of a little over a mile to the airstrip and lay a white 
sheet on the tarmac - the marker for landing that had been 
agreed upon - and scan the sky until the clouds closed up. No 
planes came. Every day, Pakistani raiders were advancing on 
Lch - as I mentioned, there was only one garrison of state forces 
here - and refugees were arriving ahead of them. When the 
raiders were only fifteen miles from Leh, I got a message from 
Mr Dhar that an aeroplane would attempt to land that day. It 
was a fine morning -1 remember it was the twenty-fifth of May. 
Wc walked over to the airstrip and put down the white sheet. 
Around eleven, I heard the drone of an engine, and within five 
minutes I saw the plane overhead. It overshot the airstrip, circled 
back, came directly over the white sheet. The plane landed, and 
out stepped the daredevil pilot Air Commodore Meher Singh 
and that popular general the late K. S. Thimayya and his A,D.C. 
They looked around the airstrip for about half an hour. When 
they were leaving, I asked Air Commodore Singh if the airstrip 
was all right. He said, “Yes. With a little bit more work, it 
should be all right.” He said he would send in a complement of 
five or six aeroplanes the next day, and General Thimayya said 
that planes would fly in regularly from then on with men and 
equipment to build up the defences in Ladakh. Then the three 
visitors flew away.’ 

‘Did the five planes come the next day ?’I ask. 

‘No, they didn’t come the next day or the next,’ he replies, 
'The weather was too turbulent. The complement of planes 
arrived on the twenty-eighth of May. I remember all the pilots 
stepping out of the planes looking surprised, because there was a 
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crowd of Ladakhis with baskets of grass. They were ready to 
feed the flying horses.’ 

‘How long did it take to fly in troops and suiijilics for the 
defence ofLchP’Iask, 

‘It wasn’t until November that we had enough troops and 
supplies to stop the raiders and launch our counterattack,’ he 
answers, ‘And by then the raiders had fortified themselves so 
well that it wasn’t easy to dislodge them. There was a fierce 
battle before we were able to recapture Kargil’ 

Sitting in my hut in Leh, [lierccd by shaft after shaft of 
bitter-cold wind, I am going over my notes, and repeatedly ask¬ 
ing myself why a country as poor as India should light to keep 
this place - for my notes read like a palimpsest on the annals of 
Daulat Beg Oldi, a village lying at the foot of Karakoram Pass, 
which has always been the Chinese gateway to Ladakh, just as 
Zoji La has always been the Indian gateway to Ladakh. The 
name of the village immortalizes a sixteenth-century invader 
from China named Daulat Beg, who crossed the pass from 
Sinkiang into Ladakh. No sooner had he and his men reached 
Ladakh than they were trapped by a snow-storm. They were 
forced to spend the night at the foot of the pass. Practically all of 
them perished in the night. In the morning, the two or three 
survivors fled back across the pass. The local inhabitants started 
calling the foot of the pass Daulat Beg, 'Oldi’, being Yarkandi 
(a language of the region) for ‘dead and gone’. However, my 
notes on Ladakh i 

^ ‘Geography: Straddles some of the most desolate mountains 
in the world - the Karakoram, Ladakh, and Zaskar ranges, 
mostly in the Greater Himalayas - with summits like the formid¬ 
able Mount Godwin Austen (height, 28,250 feet), 

‘Climate: Arid. The atmosphere like dry ice. In fact, so dry 
that the belt of permanent snow starts at eighteen thousand 
feet (average for Himalayas, nine thousand feet). Annual preci¬ 
pitation just over three inches. What little snowfall there is is 
swept down into narrow, sunless ravines by sand-storms and 
high,, icy winds, which are generated by extreme temperature,s, 
varying from SdNu to -ii3“F. 
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‘Flora and fauna: Sparse vegetation. One-crop cultivation of 
incredibly low yield. Such shiJ{m as the markhor, the Ibex, Ovis 
mmon, the red bear, the snow leopard, the wild horse, and the 
antelope. The Chinese now have the best pasturcland. As for 
domestic animals, the Ladakhis keep sheep and ponies, but the 
monarch of all is the yak, Bos gmnnim, or “groaning ox” - 
placid, large, lumbering, and very shaggy. It is surefooted, is 
indifferent to cold and snow, goes without water for days, eats 
ice, In the I-Iimalayas, the yak provides everything from dung 
for fuel to hides and hair for tents and ropes. Without yak, life 
insupportable. An English missionary and Himalayan traveller, 
George N. Patterson, lists the yak’s virtues for people in these 
parts in the style of a litany: 

Without the yak they could have no milk; without the milk they 
could have no butter; without the butter they could h,ive no tea; 
witliout the tea they could have no existence. Selah. Without the 
yak they could have no plougli; without the plough they could have 
no crop; without the crop they could have no food; without the food 
they could have no existence. Selah. Without the yak they could have 
no loads; without the loads they could have no goods; without the 
goods they could have no barter; without the barter they could have 
no existence. Selah. Without the yak they could have no wool; with¬ 
out the wool they could have no money; without the money they 
could have no goods; without the goods they could have no existence. 
Selah, 

‘Life and people: Population less than one hundred thou¬ 
sand. Birth rate declining. Specific causes given by the govern¬ 
ment: (i) Along with Siberia, Ladakh is coldest inhabited place 
on the face of the earth. (2) There is a high ratio of men to 
women, (3) There is a tradition of dedicating at least one son or 
daughter to monastery, since not enough patrimony or bride 
money to go around, and since lamas, who are celibate, are in 
great demand to serve as teachers, physicians, astrologers, land¬ 
lords, and, until Indian Army arrived, magistrates. (4) Though 
people sturdy to look at, and broad-chested, they are said to 
have weak hearts. In winter, retreat into houses. Form of hiber¬ 
nation. People are farmers and nomads. Polyandrous. Generally 
pacific. Merry people; e.g., renowned for endless festivals, and 
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for singing and dancing, even in the gompas, or Buddhk 
monasteries. In matters of religion * which in most ca.ses is 
Buddhism, with allegiance to the Dalai Lama, but in some ca.ses 
is Islam - quite liberal; e-g^ a Muslim can hold office in a gom- 
pa. Also, one member of a family may be a Buddhist, another 
a Muslim, and in such instances a common pot is used to c(wk 
meat for both Muslim and Buddhist, perhaps with a string 
used to identify meat killed under Muslim law. The wor.st really 
seems to bring out the best in Ladakh is. The only luxuries 
barley beer, called chhang^ and tea. Salted tea, buttered tea. Yak 
butter. “Without the yak.. 

‘Economics of Indian involvement: Practically everything, 
from kerosene to foodstuffs to buttons, has to be airlifted, and 
from one to four tons of supplies are necessary to maintain one 
soldier here for a year. Indian military establishment here thirty 
thousand strong. Plane carrying seven tons of cargo used up 
sixteen hundred gallons of aviation fuel. By the time a Jerry can 
of kerosene, which is burned up in a bu\hari in a few hours, 
reaches here, it costs forty rupees ~ a fortnight’s pay for a soldier. 
To heat the hundred-bed hospital here costs twelve thousand 
rupees a day. At minimum, everything costs eight times what 
it does in the plains. Entire airlift chancy. Even on the best days, 
planes can fly only a few hours in the morning, before shadows 
fell, must always negoriate a maze of mountains. Some forward 
units completely dependent on parachute drops. There are two 
scmi-motorablc roads to Ladakh, but neither can ever supplant 
air service. The better of the two roads follows the route Narboo 
took, but unless snowsheds are built all along it, cost of which is 
unthinkable, road will remain open, as now, only during the 
summer months. In addition, the road will always be subject, as 
now, to landslips, thus constant repairs, and will always depend 
on India’s commitment to hold on to the Vale of Kashmir, a 
commitment that is itself a drain on India’s meagre resources. 
Second road, though it has the advantage of circumventing the 
Valley, is long, circuitous, and, if anything, more difficult to 
maintain. 

‘Rights and wrongs of Indian involvement: Voluminous ar¬ 
guments from both India and China are on record in support of 


their separate claims to Ladakh, or parts of it. The Chinese say 
that they’ve always enjoyed dominion over Tibet, and that Tibet 
has enjoyed similar dominion over Ladakh (Ladakh has a long 
history of rendering to Tibet ecclesiastical fealty and tribute in 
the form of salt tax and such). But the Indians say that between 
1834 and 1841 Maharaja Gulab Singh, of Jammu, conquered 
Ladakh and annexed it to his state. But the Chinese say that 
Gulab Singh’s advance in Ladakh was checked by their forces; 
that, according to the peace terms, Gulab Singh agreed to pay 
tribute for Ladakh to Lhasa; and that, ecclesiastically, Ladakh 
continued to be a vassal of Tibet. But the Indians say that since 
Gulab Singh’s time Ladakh has continued to be, politically, part 
of Jammu and Kashmir. But the Chinese say that the frontiers 
of Ladakh vls-^-vis Tibet and China have never been as they arc 
shown on Indian maps, either during Gulab Singh’s time or at 
any other time. To put these arguments another way, the Indians 
contend that the state of Jammu and Kashmir has title to 
Ladakh and that they have title to Jammu, so Ladakh is Indian, 
whereas the Chinese contend that in matters of religion and tax 
they’ve never ceased to have overlordship of Ladakh, and that, 
in any case, the Indian title to Kashmir is a matter of dispute 
today. The Indians contend that if the Ladakhis owe any reli¬ 
gious fealty it is to the Dalai Lama, who is in India, and that 
the Chinese title to Tibet is a matter of dispute, Both India and 
China have appealed to tradition on the question of exactly 
what constitutes the boundaries of Ladakh, but it has been 
pointed out that tradition can’t exist without people, and that 
much of Ladakh has never been inhabited. Again, both sides 
have appealed to place names, but it has been pointed out that 
places are often known by two names, one Chinese and the other 
Indian. Again, both sides have appealed to reports of various 
nineteenth-century travellers to Ladakh, but it has been pointed 
out that these reports conflict on matters as basic as who had 
rights to mine salt where. Again, both sides have appealed to 
the history of their administrations, but if the Indians say the 
village of Demchok was under their administration, as its in¬ 
clusion in the 1921 census of India evidenced, the Chinese say 
the report of that census gives Demchok a population of only 
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four, which is so wide of the mark that it proves India could 
not have had an administration there. The claims are academic, 
but the importance of the plateau of Aksai Chin to the Chinese 
is not. It links the industrial province of Sinkiang with Tibet, 
and if the Chinese should ever lose their hold on Sinkiang they 
would lose not only Tibet but Inner Mongolia. P. H. M. Jones, 
writing in the Far Eastern Economic Review, points out, “Aksai 
Chin was of great importance to China. It had always been a 
traffic artery linking Western Tibet with Sinkiang, and the 
Ching dynasty had established check posts there from the middle 
of the i8th century. The Chinese army had entered Tibet 
by that route in 1950 and Chinese military and civilian workers 
had built the new highway along it between March 1956 and 
October 1957, which the Chinese army had since continually 
patrolled.” But then other authorities challenge Jones’s facts and 
say that Jones is only repeating the Chinese case. So it goes. 

‘Solutions: Most seem to be on the level of the one proposed 
by a purveyor of drastic remedies, who says, “Let’s give this 
moon to the Chinese and evacuate the Ladakhis to the foot¬ 
hills - perhaps settle them alongside the refugees from Tibet.” ’ 

Reading over these notes, I can’t help feeling that to think 
about Ladakh at all - to say nothing of living here for a few 
years, or even a few hours ~ is to experience a sort of disorienta¬ 
tion, for an air of unreality surrounds everything, from the 
military enterprise right down to the kissing gate. 


Tibet 

Tibet, which is a four-hundrcd-and-scventy-thousand-squarc- 
milc plateau at an altitude varying from twelve thousand to 
twenty-four thousand feet - one of the highest elevations in the 
world - lies between the Himalayan and Kunlun ranges, and is 
bounded by the People’s Republic of China on the north and 
cast and by NEFA, Bhutan, Sikkim, Nepal, and Ladakh on 
the south and west. Unlike the other Himalayan states, which 
only live in fear of the Chinese, Tibet has been fully incorpor¬ 


ated into China. In 1950 and 1951, after a series of clashes be¬ 
tween Chinese troops and the inhabitants of the eastern marches 
of Tibet, the Chinese imposed on the Tibetans a treaty known 
as the Seventeen-Point Agreement., Its key provisions stipulated 
that the Tibetans should ‘unite and drive out imperialist aggres¬ 
sive forces from Tibet’, that they should ‘return to the big 
family of the motherland - the People’s Republic of China’, and 
that their government should ‘actively assist the People’s Libera¬ 
tion Army to enter Tibet and consolidate the national defence’. 
Tibet had been loosely, nominally under the dominion of China 
from the fourteenth century to the beginning of the twentieth; 
there had been instances of Tibet’s rulers’ doing homage to the 
emperors of China, and Chinese ambans, or representatives, had 
resided in Lhasa off and on. Except for this connection with 
China, and some contact with Mongolia and India, Tibet had 
always been all but cut off from the rest of the world. In 1904, 
however, the British, taking advantage of the weakness of both 
Tibet and China, penetrated all the way to Lhasa. In time, they 
established amicable relations with Tibet, posting a few gar¬ 
risons and establishing a few trading centres, a few rest houses, 
and token postal, telegraph, and telephone facilities - all without 
reference to China. One aim of the Seventeen-Point Agreement 
was to restore Sino-Tibetan relations to what the Chinese be¬ 
lieved they had been before the British penetration. In 1954, 
India relinquished her right, inherited from the British, to main¬ 
tain the garrisons and facilities in Tibet in the Agreement for 
Trade and Cultural Intercourse, which gave the Chinese what 
amounted to carte blanche in Tibet. In 1959, soon after the 
Dalai Lama fled to India, the Chinese reorganized the local 
government in Tibet, publicized denunciations of the Dalai 
Lama by his ecclesiastical deputy the Panchen Lama, and put an 
end to whatever autonomy Tibet had enjoyed. 

Altogether, about eighty thousand refugees have followed the 
Dalai Lama out of Tibet; though the Chinese have attempted to 
seal the borders, refugees continue to slip out. Their experiences 
dramatize the consequences of what is generally regarded as 
Chinese enslavement. Though numerous volunteer organiza¬ 
tions in Europe and North America have been mobilized to 
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help these refugees, though the Indian government has heen 
generous in its aid to them, though the Dalai Lama’s gnverii- 
mcntdmexile has supervised the work of rchaliilitatinn, and 
though everyone eoncerned has given some thought to settling 
them in conditions approximating those of Tibet, transplanta¬ 
tion has left them devastated. Having lived at high altitudes, in 
small settlements with insufficient food, in a cold, dry climate 
with few diseases, in a self-contained, static, medieval, pastoral 
society with a xenophobic, clannish outlook, these refugees have 
been plunged into the turmoil of a developing society whose 
languages and customs bear almost no relation to theirs, Dervla 
Murphy is one of many persons who have written of their hard¬ 
ships. Miss Murphy, who journeyed from her native Ireland to 
India almost entirely by bicycle, and recounted that adventure 
in a book entitled Full Tiltf tells in a sequel, Tibetan Footholdt 
how she took a rest from Rozinante, her bicycle, and, beginning 
in June 1963, spent a few months in a refugee camp in Dharam- 
sala - a hill station situated in the Dhauladhur spur of the Pun¬ 
jab Himalayas, which boasts one of the best camp-sites, and 
which since i960 has served as the seat of the Dalai Laniia. Miss 
Murphy reports that even there, in the mountains, refugee child¬ 
ren suffer from ‘bronchitis, pneumonia, T.B., whooping-cough, 
chicken-pox, measles, mumps, amoebic and bacillary dysentery, 
round-, hook-, tape-, and wireworms, scabies, septic head-sores 
from lice, septic bed-bug bites, boils, abscesses of Incredible sizes, 
rickets, bleeding gums, weak hearts, asthma, conjunctivitis, 
trachoma, and otitis media', adding, ‘The majority suffer from 
calcium and Vitamin C deficiency, and a heartbreaking number, 
no matter what is done for them now, will probably be partially 
blind or deaf, or both, in maturity.’ 

Conditions in the camp a year later were only a little im¬ 
proved, as a couple of letters written to Miss Murphy by a friend 
named Judy Pullen indicate. (They form an appendix to ‘Tibetan 
Foothold') Miss Pullen, a teacher, and Lois James, a nurse, had 
come to India in October 1963 from the Canadian University 
Service Overseas, to work with the refugees. The two volun¬ 
teers, who were in their early twenties, had been sent to a transit 
refugee camp in Kangra, a squalid town lying a couple of 
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thousand feet below Dharamsala, and that is where Miss 
Murphy first met them. In 1964, the Kangra camp was moved 
up to Dharamsala, and both Miss Pullen and Miss James were 
transferred there. Miss Pullen was assigned to the Dharamsala 
camp’s Teacher Training School, where she started imparting 
to about thirty lamas the rudiments of a few modem subjects, 
introduced into their traditional curriculum of scriptures, 
poetry, lo^c, and grammar. She wrote from Dharamsala on 3 
July 1964; 

In addition to two English classes, I’m giving Icctiires in geo¬ 
graphy, general science, hygiene, current events, world history, etc. 
It all sounds very grand, but I’m just trying to give some grounding 
in each subject, A special tr.inslator was brought from Delhi, so I 
lecture in English and he translate,s as I go. The atmosphere be¬ 
came charged with excitement as they [the lamas] learned about the 
solar system, changes of season, etc. Late into the evening, monks 
could be seen clustered around the globe with flashlights and little 
balls trying to work out lunar and solar eclip,ses.,, Zimey Rinpoche 
[rinpoche'^ a title, means ‘bles,se(! incarnation'], the head Lama and 
principal, is young, charming, and brilliant. He keeps me running to 
my hooks with his intelligent questions on satellites, soundwaves, 
splitting the atom, etc. 

After relating some of the difficulties .she had encountered at 
the school, Miss Pullen went on: 

Five weeks ago now, I got sick again ... fand] began a dandy 
bout of jaundice and infectious hepatitis,.. You can’t imagine how 
frustrated and fed-up I am at losing so much precious time... Three 
weeks ago... Lois [received] 120 kids, who arrived nearly dead. .. 
Those kids had camped four months on the border without shelter, 
foofl, or help. They buried two of their number there^and then per¬ 
mission came to enter India - on grounds of compassion. Seventeen 
were left in a near-by hospital - nearly dead - and the others came 
on here on a nightmare of a train ride in the most blistering heat 
You wouldn’t believe it unless you saw it - they’re still only shells 
and skeletons of children. Two more have died - one in Lois’s arms 
... of worm-convulsions. Lois had to cremate the body herself. And 
now they’re having emotional fits, hysterics, and an attempted sui¬ 
cide - it’s 80 criminal I can't believe it’s true. 
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In another letter, sent on 4 September of that year, she wrote; 

Lois cracked up again about three weeks ago and spent ten days at 
the Mission Hospital. It was the same old liver trouble and I am 
quite, worried, because it bothers her constantly, though she’s back on 
the job again. It's a miracle she lasted this long, after the terrific 
strain she’s been under since early June, when those very sick kids 
arrived. It was a long, hard struggle, but she lost only two of them, 
and even the most seriously disturbed children are now normal, 
healthy, and delightful Tibetan kids. 

Today, I am in Dharamsala. I spend some time going around 
the Tibetan colony. In the yard of the Lower Nursery, small 
children are waiting to have their heads washed with a solution 
of DDT. In a classroom of the Upper Nursery, slightly older 
children are being taught English with the help of drawings on 
a blackboard, In the workshops of the Handicraft Centre, 
Tibetan cobblers, tailors, and weavers are busy making Tibetan- 
style shoes, clothes, and rugs. Everywhere, there are touches of 
Tibet - a fluttering prayer flag here, a turning prayer wheel 
there, broad black strips of moulding around the windows of 
the newly built cottages. 

In a room of the Teacher Training School, making a meal of 
moo-moo, or steamed dumplings, is a fair-skinned, brown-eyed 
young woman dressed in a long Tibetan gown of black cotton, 
She is Judy Pullen. (Lois James, whose health suffered a severe 
breakdown, has returned to Canada, where she is now under¬ 
going medical treatment.) Miss Pullen is still working here, still 
teaching her old subjects, still giving lessons in geography with 
the help of the globe - though now she uses copies of the 
National Geographic as well. She is not in very good health her¬ 
self, but a girlish, breezy manner almost veils the fact. 

I have moo-moo with Miss Pullen, and then she conducts me 
through the school. Housed in a typical tin-roofed hill-station 
cottage, it has, in addition to a few classrooms, some small dor¬ 
mitory rooms, into which double- and triple-decker beds have 
been fitted to make the best use of the space. She shows me her 
own room, which differs from most of the others only in that it 
contains two ordinary bedsteads, one twice as large as the other. 
‘My room serves as a little clinic, too,’ she says. ‘This large bed 


is sort of a hospital bed. The sickest children in the camp on 
any particular day sleep here. Often there are as many as half 
a dozen sharing, the bed. I sleep on this small bed and act as a 
sort of night nurse to the children. At the moment, I have five 
nocturnal patients. The youngest is a five-year-old girl. She was 
the most emotionally disturbed child you ever saw when she 
came here. Actually, it's amazing that these children aren’t more 
emotionally disturbed -1 mean, with all the things they’ve gone 
through. She’s nearly all right now. When I leave. I’m going to 
make sure she finds a good home. His Holiness the Dalai Lama 
has established a couple of dozen homes for Tibetan children in 
and around the hill station of Mussoorie, which, as you know, 
is about a hundred miles from here. Twenty-five children are 
picked to live with a foster mother and father. I’ll try to get her 
into one of these homes - one that’s just right for her.’ 

‘How did you happen to come out to India?’ I ask. 

'I was a student at the University of Toronto,’ she says, ‘I was 
doing pre-med, but I had just got engaged and I thought. Now 
I’ll never finish medical school - I’ll just get married. Then I 
heard Dr Tom Dooley speak. That got me interested in work¬ 
ing with the refugees. I asked my fianc^ if I could go and work 
with the Tibetan refugees for a year. He said I could, just for a 
year. When I got to my camp, I found that I didn’t think of 
home at all. After a year, it was clear to me that if I had really 
wanted to get married I wouldn’t have come out here in the 
first place. So I decided to forget about marriage and just stay 
on here. First it was a year, then two, and I’m still here.’ 

‘Do you miss home now?’I ask. 

‘Not much,’ she says. ‘Of course, here there isn’t any social 
life. I-Iere you can’t talk to a man without all the Tibetans look¬ 
ing on, If you talk to a boy in the bazaar and a Tibetan sees you, 
it will start a scandal among the lamas at school. Lois and I were 
warned about this in orientation classes, so we were prepared. 
Lois even gave up smoking when she came here, But my lamas 
are darlings. And His Holiness has a younger sister, and when 
she is here things get quite lively, We go on picnics, but my 
lamas look upon even that as very bad, so every time I go on a 
picnic I have a guilty conscience for six weeks. Once, I stayed out 
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on a picnic until three in the morning. I told my lamas that I 
would stay out for the whole night at a cottage near by, or they 
would all have been out looking for me. I confessed later to 
Zimey Rinpoche. I told him I was a human being - no better 
than anyone else.’ 

For nearly five centuries, most Tibetans have been members 
of a Buddhist reform sect called Gelugpa, or ‘the Virtuous Order 
of the Yellow Hat’. The order has always been led by the Dalai 
Lama, who has been regarded as the incarnation of Chenresi, 
the Buddha of Mercy (Chenresi took a vow to protect all living 
beings), and who has been paid homage as an absolute, divine 
ruler. Tlie present Dalai Lama, the fourteenth, was born on the 
fifth day of the fifth month of the Wood Hog Year of the six¬ 
teenth cycle of the Tibetan calendar, or 6 June 1935. In his 
autobiography, which was written in English, with^the help of 
David Howarth, and published in 1962, the Dalai Lama de¬ 
scribes how, in 1937, he was recognized as the incarnation of the 
thirteenth Dalai Lama. (Being an incarnation of Chenresi, each 
Dalai Lama is, of course, the incarnation of his predecessor.) 
Tibetan notables, after the death of the thirteenth Dalai Lama, 
appointed a regent, who began the search for the new incarna¬ 
tion by interpreting certain portents. According to the Dalai 
Lama: 

Curious cloud formations were seen In the northeast from 
Lhasa... After the [thirteenth] Dalai Lama died, his body was 
placed seated on a throne... facing towards the south; but after a 
few days it was seen that the face had turned towards the east And 
on a wooden pillar on the north-eastern side of the shrine where the 
body sat, a great star-shaped fungus suddenly appeared. All this and 
other evidence indicated the direction where the new Dalai Lama 
should be sought... Next, in 1935, the Tibetan Wood Hog Year, the 
Regent,.. saw the vision of... a monastery with roofs of jade green 
and gold and a house with turquoise tiles. A detailed description 
[of this vision] ... was written down and kept a strict secret.^ 

In the following year, high lamas and dignitaries, carrying the 
secrets of the visions, were sent out to all parts of Tibet to search for 
the place which the Regent had seen... 


The wise men who went to the cast arrived in our region of Dok- 
ham during the winter, and they observed the green and golden 
roofs of the monastery of Kumbum. In the village of Taktscr, they 
noticed at once a house with turquoise tiles. Their leader asked if the 
family living in the house had any children and was told that they 
had a boy who was nearly two years old, 

On hearing this significant news, two members of the party went 
in the house in dl.sguiae.., The real leader, Lama Kewtsang Rln- 
poclie of Sera Monastery, was dressed in poor clothes and acted as a 
servant., There they found the baby of the family, and the moment 
the little boy saw the lama, he went to him and wanted to sit on his 
lap. The lama was disguiised ... but round his neck he was wearing 
a rosary which had belonged to the thirteenth Dalai Lama. The little 
boy seemed to recognize the rosary, and he asked to be given It, The 
lama promised to give it to him if he could guess who he was, and 
the boy replied that he was Sera-aga, which meant, in the local dia¬ 
lect,‘a lama of Sera’. 

The boy’s recognition of the rosary was one of many signs 
that convinced Lama Kewtsang Rinpoche that he was in the 
pre.sence of the new incarnation. As a result, the entire search 
party presently converged on the house with the turquoise tiles. 
The Dalai Lama, remarking that small children often recall 
objects and people, and even passages of scripture, that 6ey 
knew in their previous incarnation, continues his account: 

They offered me two drums, a very small drum which the [thir¬ 
teenth] Dalai Lama had used for calling attendants, and a larger and 
much more ornate and attractive drum with golden straps. I chose the 
little drum and began to beat it in the way that drums are beaten 
during prayers.. . By these tests, they were further convinced that the 
reincarnation had been found. 

Later, the boy was taken to the holy city of Lhasa, and on 7 
October 1939 he was formally initiated as Gyalpo Rinpoche, or 
‘blessed incarnation of the glorious king’, In the course of the 
ceremonies, he was given the names Ngawang, Lobsang, Tent- 
sing, and Gyamt.so - 'the eloquent’, ‘the wise’, ‘the defender of 
the faith’, and ‘the ocean’, The designation Dalai also means 
‘ocean’, the ocean being, in Tibetan Buddhism, a symbol of in¬ 
finite wisdom. 
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The rest of the Dalai Lama’s book is a detailed record of his 
religious education, his assumption of responsibility lor die 
government vphen he was sixteen, his efforts to reach an under¬ 
standing with the Chinese, his appeals to the free world for 
assistance, and his flight to India. On 17 March 1959, the day 
before the flight, the Dalai Lama was quartered in the Nor- 
bulingka, his summer palace in Lhasa. For a week, the Norbu- 
lingka had been surrounded by thousands of Lliasans who 
believed that the Chinese were getting ready to kidnap^ the 
Dalai Lama, and now rumours were abroad that the Chinese 
were setting their artillery in position to shoot their way into the 
Norbulingka. 

About four o’clock that afternoon [he writes] ... we heard the 
boom of two heavy mortar shells fired from a near-by Chinese camp. 
And we also heard the splash of the shells in a marsh outside the 
northern gate. 

At those two isolated shots, consternation and anger nsiched a 
final climax in the crowd,,, I was not afraid of beitig one of the vic¬ 
tims of the Chinese attack... But I knew my [teople and the officials 
of my government could not share ray feelittgs, To them the per«ai 
of the Dalai Lama was supremely precious,.. They were convinced 
that if my body perished at the hands of the Chinese, the life of Tibet 
would also come to an end, 

So when the Chinese guns soutided that warning of death, the first 
thought in the mind of every official within the Palace, titid every 
humble member of the vast concourse around it, was that my life 
must be saved and I must leave the Palace and leave the city at once... 
If I did escape from Lhasa, where was I to go, and how could I reach 
asylum? Above all, would the Chinese destroy our holy city atid 
massacre our people if I went - or would the people sctitier from the 
Palace when they heard that I had gone, and so [terhaps would some 
lives be saved?... Everything was uncertain, except the compelling 
anxiety of all my people to get me away before the orgy of Cliitie,sc 
destruction and massacre began... I deckled to go. 

Twelve days later, having travedled over the high passe,? and 
through the sheer valleys of the Himalayas, the Dalai Lama 
arrived in Tawang, and took refuge, with a party of nincty-fiyc 
officials and relatives, in the Tawang Monastery. He was 
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granted political sanctuary in India, and he eventually settled in 
Dharamsala. 

In the pages devoted to the Sino-Tibetan conflict, the Dalai 
Lama maintains that, contrary to what the Communist Chinese 
have said, Tibet and the Dalai Lamas were never subservient to 
China and her emperors but, rather, relations between the two 
realms were reciprocal! 

For two and a half centuries of the rule of the Dalai Lamas, until 
about the end of the nineteenth Christian century, there was a redjtro- 
cal personal relationship between the Dalai Lamas and the Emperors 
of China; a relationship of religious leadership on one side and a 
rather tenuous secular leadership on the other, The Emperor appointed 
two officials called Ambans to ixprescnt him in Lhasa. They exercised 
some iiuthority, but they exercised it through the government of the 
Dalai Lama, and in the course of time their authority gradually 
declined. 

Lie maintains, further; 

.Suzerainty.., perhaps,.. was the nearest western political term to 
describe the relations between Tibet anti China from 1720 to 1890, but 
still, it was very inaccurate, and the use of it htis misled whole gen¬ 
erations of western statesmen. It did not take into account the recipro¬ 
cal spiritual relationship, or recognize that the relationship was a 
personal matter between the Dalai Lamas and the Manchu emperors. 
There are many such ancient eastern relationships which cannot be 
de.scribed in ready-made western political terms. 

The Dalai Lama sees the Communist Chinese a,? aggre.?,?ors 
and invailers, and he secs them as guilty of the crime of geno¬ 
cide, quoting, as evidence, reports of the International Com- 
mis.sion of Jurists - an organization made up of lawyers and 
judges rcprc.seniing some fifty non-Commimist countries - 
which were based on testimony from the Tibetan refugees and 
on public statements from both sides. In attempts at rebuttal, it 
has been said that, regardless of how certain ritualistic and 
symbolic acts are interpreted or what term is employed for those 
ancient Eastern rclation.ships of the Buddhist world, Tibet was 
always just a ‘region’ of China, and that the Chinese did not so 
much invade Tibet as liberate it from feudal and ecclesiastical 
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oppression. Edgar Snow, in his book The Other Si^e of the 
Riven Red China Today) discusses some aspects of this oppres¬ 
sion: 

The Tibetan theocracy was an anomaly which only its inaccessi¬ 
bility could have preserved til) now. Absolute feudalism jirevailcd 
and most people were held in serfdom, The lamas and nobility owned 
nearly all the land, livestock, and other wealth. Fear of devils and 
hell-fire for the impious combined with barbaric torture and dc.ifh for 
fugitives from the system kept the population in subjugation, as in 
other feudalisms. 

It may be true that the Dalai Lama’s autobiography is a one¬ 
sided account of the Chine.se takeover of Tibet, coloured at times 
by his wl.sh to iu.stify to him.self his departure from his home¬ 
land, but it may also be true that future generations will be able 
to glimpse Tibet as it existed during the early life of the four¬ 
teenth Dalai Lama only through the sober, poignant narrative of 
My Land and My People, 

One of the first persons to speak with the Dalai Lama after 
he started living in India was the oldest of hi,s four brothers, 
Thubten Jigme Norbu, At the time of the Dalai Lama’s flight, 
as it happened, Norbu was living in New York, but when he 
got news of the flight he rushed to India, Norbu ha,s described 
the audience with his brother in a book he wrote with Heinrich 
Harrer, called Tibet Is My Country. 

I was about to prostrate myself before him, as I had always been 
accustomed to do, and to present the usual (sza, when with a gc.siurc 
of the hand he indicated that I should not do so here. Wordlessly he 
pointed to a thanka with the picture of Sangyc Chomdende Buddha; 
and deeply moved I laid my good-luck scarf over it. Henceforth our ' 

reverential greetings were to honour the gods alone; from now on the ’ 

Dalai Lama regarded himself only as the first fugitive amongst his ; 
oppressed people. z 

Now, seven years later, for an audience with the Dalai Lama, i 
I buy, at a .shop in Dharamsala, a {aia, which is a starched .strip ; 

of white tulle, and go up a thousand feet - eight dizzying miles i 

by road - above the Teacher Training School.{Miss Pullen lives | 
in Lower Dharamsala, the Dalai Lama in Upper Dharamsala.) | 

I 
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I then climb a .steep hillside to a British-sryle cottage, which ha.s 
been known as the Celestial Abode since the Dalai Lama took 
up residence in it. The Dalai Lama is on the veranda, and I 
aproach him with my arms outstretched, the \ata laid across my 
wri.st.s in what I hope is the customary manner. 

He steps forward with a strip of tulle identical to mine. I 
hesitate. He laugh,s, takes my {atO) and presses his into my 
hands, saying, ^Thujichenja, ihujichenja' 

‘His I-Ioliness thanks you,’ a young man .says, appearing from 
behind the Dalai Lama, He is Tenzin Geyche, the interpreter. 

‘Ye,s, ‘Hhujichenja" means “thank you’’,’ the Dalai Lama 
adds, in English. He takes both my hands in his and .swings 
them from side to side. 

The three of us are soon seated in wicker chairs around a low 
table. The Dalai Lama, who is wearing a lama’s russet robe and 
rubber .sandals, has a touch of the student about him - a smooth, 
cheerful face, close-cropped hair, and a clear, attentive gaze 
from behind .spectacles. He begins talking animatedly in 
Tibetan. 

‘His Moline,ss knows a little English, but he would rather 
.speak Tibetan, becau.se His Holiness is not .so sure about the 
pronunciation of English words,’ Tenzin Geyche says. ‘His 
Holiness says that in any event we Tibetans speak English 
without any expression, like the south Indians, who, His Holi- 
ne.s,s has heard, say everything in one long sentence without any 
expression. His Holiness says that even when we Tibetans speak 
Sanskrit it is not understood by Indians who know Siimskrit, 
because our pronunciation of Sanskrit words in Tibet is like the 
Japane.se and Chinese people's pronunciation of Engli,sh. It 
sounds as if we had marvels in our moutLs.’ 

‘Not “marvels’’ - ‘^marbles") the Dalai Lama says, with an 
ea.sy, boyish laugh. 

‘His Holiness is learning English because His Holiness hopes 
to go to America one day,’ Tenzin Geyche says, continuing to 
interpret. 

‘Yc,s, in America I would like to see a spaceship,’ the Dalai 
Lama says. ‘I would like to go to the moon one day, I know I 
can’t be the first, but I don’t want to be the last.’ He laughs. 
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‘Has Your Holiness travelled much in India?’ I ask. 

‘Yes, and one of the side results was to make His Holiness 
vegetarian,’ Tenzin Geyche says. ‘His Holiness has been a 
vegetarian since last year. His Holiness has become very weight- 
conscious. His Holiness says that he frequently goes down to 
the Upper Nursery and weighs himself, and that His Holiness’s 
weight has remained exactly the same for a year - sixty-eight , 
kilos.’ 

‘I think that’s one hundred and fifty pounds,’ the Dalai Lama 
says. 

‘His Holiness ate meat until last year, when he started his 
pilgrimages-’ 

‘Travels,’the Dalai Lama puts in. 
and when His Holiness had to stay in a rest house, where 
■ His Holiness was sometimes the only guest. Once, a chicken 
was killed specially for His Holiness’s dinner in front of His 
Holiness. His Holiness then decided to give up meat, because of 
According to the Binaya Sutra, it is not wrong for a 
Buddhist to eat meat, provided the meat is not killed by him or 
specially for him. The meat should never be eaten if it is killed 
and prepared specially for him. But in the rest houses His Holi¬ 
ness found that the meat was being killed specially for him, so 
His Holiness felt that it was just as well to give up meat alto¬ 
gether.’ 

‘What does Your Holiness hear out of Tibet nowadays?’ I 
ask. 

‘Refugees are still coming out of Tibet, and His Holiness 
receives reports from them. The Chinese have introduced many 
good reforms in Tibet. They are building roads, schools, ancl ■ 
factories. We should have introduced some of these reforms our- : 
selves, but we did not, because Tibet has always been very 
isolated and many people lived in monasteries and did not know f 

what was going on outside them. The Chinese are doing a lot of f 

bad things, too. Valuable ancient images have been taken from j 

our monasteries to China. Gold and silver images have been [ 

melted down, and clay images have been broken up and mixed i 

with manure. The Chinese have burned our scriptures in bon- \ 

fires. They have used our precious manuscripts for wrapping | 
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paper; His Holiness has a large page of a book that they used 
for wrapping paper, They have used our ancient manuscripts 
to blow their noses on. Many young lamas have been forced to 
marry. Many of them arc under sentence of hard labour. In 
the Drebung Monastery, in Lhasa, we once had ten thousand 
lamas. Today, there arc only three hundred, and most of them 
are old men. Even they are kept there for show, to impress 
visitors, When they arc not praying for these visitors, they are 
forced to kill hens and pigeons and carry manure. The Chinese 
have harnessed the lamas to ploughs. They torture the lamas 
to death and say, "Why don't you save yourselves with 
miracles?’” 

‘In Buddhism, you should not mind those who make you 
angry,’ the Dalai Lama says. ‘You should love those people who 
irritate you, because they are your gms. In that sense, the 
Chinese arc our g«w.’ 

‘What does Your Holiness think about the future of Tibet?’ 
I ask. 

‘His Holiness says that there may be some changes in Tibet, 
owing to Communist indoctrination of the people, but that as 
long as Tibetans exist their loyalty to Buddhist Tibet will exist. 
The hope of going back is there always, but it’s difficult to pre¬ 
dict when and how. It may be that the third or fourth genera¬ 
tion of leaders in China will be more reasonable about Tibet.’ 

‘What does Your Holiness think will be the future of the 
institution of the Dalai Lama?’ 

‘His Holiness says that if the people want a Dalai Lama in 
the future, then there will be a Dalai Lama. But it doesn't matter 
whether someone is called Dalai Lama or not, because the in¬ 
carnation will be there doing Ms work. All Dalai Lamas and 
other rinpocke lamas are blessed incarnations. But just because 
someone is chosen as a rinpocke lama or Dalai Lama doesn’t 
necessarily mean he’s always blessed. People can make mistakes, 
and have made them. The sixth Dalai Lama was very naughty. 
He drank and had many mistresses. But then he might have 
reached such a degree of spiritual understanding that he could 
do these things and still be a blessed incarnation.’ 
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Interpretation Thereof 

Wliile everywhere multitudes cried for bread, the leaders of the 
nation made a great feast and praised the gods of gold, and of 
silver, of brass, and of iron. In the same hour came forth five 
fingers of a hand and wrote on the wall, and the leaders of the 
nation saw the part of the hand that wrote. Then their counten¬ 
ances were changed and their thoughts troubled them. The 
leaders of the nation cried aloud to bring in the astrologers and. 
the soothsayers. Then came in all the wise men; but they could 
not read the writing, nor make known to the leaders of the 
nation the interpretation thereof. 

And no one with light and understanding and excellent wi-s- 
dom could be found to read the writing, and make known the 
interpretation and dissolve the doubts. 





^ 6. Development i Tk Pulsating Giant, 

^ the Aging King, and 
the Strong Brown God 


The BlastFwnac! h Alight 

One afternoon in February of 1959, several hundred adminis¬ 
trators, engineers, designers, and labourers who had been work¬ 
ing on the construction of a new steel plant in Bhilai, a dusty, 
backward village in the heart of India, gathered by the blast 
furnace, with, their wives and children, to witness the smelting 
of the first iron. It was to be a trial tapping; the formal tapping 
would take place the following morning, when the President of 
India was to commission the blast furnace, and the spectators 
knew that if they were to face the official ceremony the next 
day with composure, the blast furnace would have to prove it¬ 
self in rehearsal. Now, because of technical problems, the test 
run was repeatedly put off; it was finally fixed for seven o’clock 
in the evening, only to be put off again. Some of the men and 
their families went home for the night. Most, however, stayed 
on. Then, late in the evening, the molten iron flowed out of the 
tap of the furnace into a big vessel called a ladle, ‘When the blast 
furnace gave its first birth of liquid gold, I found Shri Dani, the 
Chief Civil Engineer, standing by my side,’ M. K. K. Nayar, 
who was deputy general manager of the plant at the time, writes 
in his reminiscences. ‘He was weeping like a child. I knew I 
was weeping, too. He ran to me and we embraced each other, 
and both of us wept out our excitement like children I Those 
few seconds I have always cherished in ray memory as the most 
exciting moments of my life.’ 

At the time of Independence, India was the most im¬ 
poverished country in the world. Her population still lived 
under the shadow of epidemics and famines; ninety per cent of 
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her people were illiterate, were engaged in subsistence farming, 
and dwelt in mud villages with no paved roads, no direct access 
to railways, no electricity, and none of the other advantages of 
the modem age; industrialization as yet amounted to Uttlc 
more than the mechanical processing of jute, cotton, and sugar; 
all machinery was imported; exports consisted almost entirely 
of shipments of jute, tea, tobacco, and hides; by and large, the 
economy was feudal in organization and benefited only the 
wealthy few who were landlords and capitalists. Even before 
Independence, the Indian National Congress Party, taking a 
leaf from the book of the Soviet Union’s astounding economic 
growth, had drawn up Five-Year Plans and outlined develop¬ 
ment objectives for the country, and after Independence the 
Indian government, led by the Congress Party, entrasted the 
task of national planning to the Planning Commission, which, 
with Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nchm as chairman, functioned 
almost as a government within the government, controlling all 
economic activity, co-ordinating investment in the public and the 
private sectors, and enlisting financial and technical assistance 
from advanced countries. In 1951, the Commission instituted 
the first of four successive Five-Year Plans. The first Plan "in' 
phasized hydroelectric and irrigation projects, the second 
emphasized chemical and heavy industrial projects, and the 
third and fourth were devoted to the fulfilment of many still 
unrealized objectives of the two previous Plans. Taken together, 
the Plans revised and expanded the Soviet text into a manual 
jfor the development of India. Although this manual had many 
authors, from well-known politicians to anonymous technical ex¬ 
perts, it is generally accepted that some of the most important 
glosses came from the hand of P. C. Mahalanobls, who has been 
a statistical adviser to the Union Cabinet since 1949 and a 
member of the government Planning Commission since 1959. ; 

(Mahalanobls was born in Bengal in 1893, was educated as a j 
mathematician and physicist at Calcutta and Cambridge univer- , 
sities, and has made statistics his specialty; in 1945 he was 
elected a Fellow of Britain’s Royal ^iety.) In Mahalanobis’s 
view, as it has been expounded in public statements and in papers ; 
written over the years, countries like India have stood still eco- 
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nomically for centuries, their standards of living and thinking 
are almost medieval, and now they must suddenly and rapidly 
enter the modern era, which began in Western Europe with the 
scientific and industrial revolutions - must, in fact, achieve in 
eighty years, or even forty, what the advanced countries of 
Western Europe took four hundred years to achieve. We have 
been lagging far behind in the race of material progress,’ he has 
written. ‘We have now to run,’ 

According to Mahalanobis, development requires increasing 
the supply of consumer goods, which in turn requires expanding 
the production of capital goods, which in turn requires training 
more engineers and technologists, which in turn requires increas¬ 
ing the facilities for and the volume of both applied and theoreti¬ 
cal scientific research. ‘That the natural phenomenon is amenable 
to rational and unified explanation is the great breakthrough of 
the human intellect,’ he writes. ‘It occurred only with the emer¬ 
gence of science and is the characteristic mark of the modern 
age... It is necessary for each country, however backward or 
small, to have as quickly as possible sufficient men with a scienti¬ 
fic outlook who would be able increasingly to influence the think¬ 
ing of the nation and of persons who have the responsibility for 
making policy decisions at the national level,’ Mahalanobis warns 
that because India’s society has always been based on the principle 
or authority and on a rigid caste system, the introduction of a 
spirit of free inquiry - the basis of the scientific method - requires 
a complete departure from the past. ‘We used to have a great 
tradition of respect for the Brahman, pre-eminently as a teacher,’ 
he notes. ‘It is necessary to build up a new tradition of social 
appreciation of science and scientists.’ Mahalanobis says that the 
underdevelo})ed countries must, as they begin their scientific 
revolution, simultaneously prepare for their industrial revolution 
by building an industrial base, and that this requires concen¬ 
trating on those heavy industries which can help to generate 
other industries. ‘The only permanent way of ensuring a pro¬ 
gressively increasing production is to continuously increase our 
stock of tools and implements and machinery; that is, to increase 
what is called the capital investment,’ he writes. ‘For a single 
factor, the production of steel probably has the highest correla- 
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tion with national income in different countries.’ India, however, 
cannot effectively increase her production of steel without sub¬ 
stantial capital, heavy machinery, and technical skills, much of 
which must come from abroad. But once India has a flourishing 
steel industry, then, in Mahalanobis’s words: 

We shall be able to use our own iron ore and with our own hands 
produce steel; and then use the steel to produce more machinery to 
produce more steel and tools; and also to produce machinery to make 
more consumer goods. We will then not have to worry about foreign 
exchange every time we wish to start a new factory as we do now. 

Our dependence on foreign supplies will be greatly reduced. The main 
obstacle to rapid industrialization being thus removed, we shall be 
able to Increase production and employment cfuickly and raise the 
level of living. ^ 

Although India has somewhere between one tenth and one : 
fifth of the world’s reserves of high-grade iron ore, her produc- j 
tion of steel at Independence was very nearly the lowest in the f 
world; the United States, with one third of India’s reserves, had , 
a per-capita production of steel two hundred times as great, As [ 
late as the end of World War II, India was producing barely a | 
million tons of steel a year. She had only two steel plants of any I 
consequence: the Indian Iron & Steel Co., constructed in 1918 by ' 
the British in the town of Burnpur, in what is now the state of | 
West Bengal, and - accounting for most of the tonnage - the Tata 
Iron & Steel Co., constructed in 1907 by a Bombay textile mer¬ 
chant in a village called Sakchi, which grew into the steel town ’ 

of Jamshedpur, in what is now the state of Bihar. Upon Inde- { 

pendence, the Indian government, which aspired to a Socialist s 
society with a limited role for private enterprise, made it clear j 
that the existing steel plants would have to function under gov¬ 
ernment controls, and that steel plants built in the future would l 
be in the public domain. 

Throughout the period of the First Five-Year Plan, the Indian 
government held discussions with the United States, Great 
Britain, and West Germany, and also with the Soviet Union, 1 
which at the time had no significant programme of economic aid ; 

to India. By the time of the Second Five-Year Plan, which was j 
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drafted in 1956, and which envisaged the building of three new 
steel plants, the government not only had arranged for the ex¬ 
pansion of the private plants but had reached agreements for the 
three new plants: one was to be built by the Krupp-Demag 
Combine, of West Germany, with a loan from the West German 
government; another by a consortium of British equipment sup¬ 
pliers, with a loan from the British government; and the third by 
the government of the Soviet Union. The agreement with the 
Soviet Union caused special excitement; the Indians had con¬ 
siderable experience in working with the British, of course, and 
they, tfad some experience in working with Germans, but the 
Russians were strangers. Now British, West German, and Soviet 
engineers were all ti start building new steel plants in India at 
about the same time, and their achievements would naturally be 
compared. 

Since Independence, the Indian government had been con¬ 
ducting studies of prospective sites for new plants. All the states 
had been manoeuvring for the industrial prizes, but fields rich in 
coking coal were to be found only in Bihar and West Bengal, and 
iron ore close to the supplies of this coal was to be found only in 
Bihar, West Bengal, and Orissa - three states that were some¬ 
times referred to collectively as the Ruhr of India. It was clear 
that these three states were the most suitable for steel production, 
and, indeed, the German plant was eventually situated at Rour- 
kela, in Orissa, and the British plant at Durgapur, in West Ben¬ 
gal. But the site proposed for the Soviet plant was in Madhya 
Pradesh. ' 

Madhya Pradesh was one of the poorest states in the Indian 
Union. Kghty-eight per cent of its population - a larger per¬ 
centage than that of any other state -• was rural. About twenty per 
cent of its population - again, a larger percentage than that of 
any other state - was tribal. Its per-capita annual income was 
lower than that of any other area - two hundred and one rupees, 
as agamst two hundred and fifty-two rupees for the country as a 
whole. (A rupee in the nineteen-fifties was worth about twenty 
cents.) ‘We are an undeveloped province,’ the Provincial Indus¬ 
tries Committee of Madhya Pradesh noted in 1953. ‘Our agri¬ 
cultural standards are low, our educational standards are low, 
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many of our people are underfed) diseased) and badly housed; 
ouf towns are unhealthy) our villages are unhealthier still) hardly 
fit to live in. The need for planning in evwy department is truly 
desperate, hut in none is h more so than in the matter of inirn- 
tmlmtion [the Italics are the committee’s].’ The government 
studies had pointed out that, of all the ‘non-Ruhr’ states that had 
reserves of iron ore, Madhya Pradesh was the most suitable eco¬ 
nomically for a steel plant. It was adjacent to Bihar, and since 
both states were on the South Eastern Railway, one of the 
country’s main arteries, Bihar coal could be transported to 
Madhya Pradesh, the cost of this haulage being offset in some 
measure by the saving that would result from the use of Madhya 
Pradesh’s own sources of iron ore and also of limestone, 

Within Madhya Pradesh, the area around Bhilai had been 
singled out by the studies as probably the best site for a steel plant. 

As a village, Bhilai was at this time little more than scrub, duck 
ponds, and paddy fields. Its contact with the modern world was 
confined to an occasional visit from a revenue collector or a 
health inspector. In fact, Bhilai was all but indistinguishable 
from any of hundreds of thousands of villages throughout India. 
The studies had pointed out, however, that the site had an 
abundant water supply (it was near two small rivers, the Tan- 
dulla and the Seonath); that it had - besides reserves of iron ore - ; 
deposits of manganese, limestone, and dolomite; that it was near 
Madhya Pradesh’s own veins of coal, which, though not of the 
coking variety, could, it was hoped, be used as a blend; and that 
Bhilai was a stop on the South Eastern Railway. 

The Soviet engineers, after making their own studies and 
tours of the several possible locations, chose Bhilai, and together 
the Russians and the Indians began planning for the day when 
Madhya Pradesh - particularly Durg, the district in which Bhilai 
lies, and Chhattisgarh, the division in which Durg lies - would 
begin to define a new India. 

The Imperial Gamieer of Mia is an incomparable survey of. 
the subcontinent and stands as a British monument to Victorian . 
scholarship. According to the Gaaetteert which was edited by Sir : 
William Wilson I-Iunter and was published in 1881 and revised 
and reissued in 1908, ‘the dawn of the epoch of authentic history’ 


over much of the area now known as Madhya Pradesh did not 
break until the sixteenth century; from the faint illumination 
cast by coins and inscriptions and by ballads and epics, however, 
it appears that in an earlier period the region was ruled by princes 
of the Rajput dynasty and minor chieftains of the Gond tribe, and 
that people elsewhere in India knew of the region only as Gond- 
wana - the land of the Gonds, Gondwana, which was sand- 
wichec! between the plains of Plindustan, to the north, and those 
of the Deccan, to the south, was a belt of hills and plains geo¬ 
graphically and culturally isolated from the rest of India. In fact, 
through the centuries the Mogul emperors were content to receive 
only nominal acts of homage from the princes and chieftains of 
Gondwana, and when the Moguls invaded the Deccan from 
Hindustan, they always by-passed Gondwana. In 1861, the region 
was brought under British administration and was given the 
name of the Central Provinces, (In 1956, the Central Provinces 
were reconstituted, with additional territory, into the present 
state of Madhya Pradesh.) The Central Provinces remained the 
most backward part of India, with a Hinduism characterized by 
such practices as the worship of primitive deities and spirits, 
which, as the Imperial Gazetteer lists them, included 'Khcrmata, 
the goddess of the earth or the village, Marhai Devi, the goddess 
of cholera, Sitala Devi, the goddess of smallpox, Nageleo, the 
cobra, Bhainsa Sur, the buffalo, Dulha Deo, a young bridegroom 
who was killed by a tiger, Hardaul, a young Rajput prince who 
was poisoned by his brother on suspicion of loving his [the 
brother’s] wife, and Bhilat, a deified cowherd’. In 1901, the 
Central Provinces had a population of almost twelve million, yet 
only fifty-five towns had as many as five thousand inhabitants 
each, and only one town had a hundred thousand inhabitants. 
The rest of the people lived in some forty thousand villages, 
which had an average of two hundred and fifty inhabitants. 
(Today the average is three hundred and thirty.) 

Until this century, the entire Indian subcontinent was a mass 
of self-contained agrarian villages - as the greater part of it is 
today, Each village had its own weavers, potters, olPpressers, 
barbers, wa.shermen, water carriers, and scavengers, and often 
its own carpenters for making ploughs, its own blacksmiths for 
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making ploughshares, and Its own leather workers for skinning 
cattle, curing hides, and making thongs and sandals. In each 
village, the function of each man was determined by his caste, for 
the village was an ancient Hindu polity in which both duties 
and remunerations - often in kind - were so fixed that a man 
was prohibited not only from aspiring to functions reserved for 
other castes but even from aspiring to a function within his own 
caste that was different from the one to which he was born. 
There was no competition except between men with the same 
hereditary function. Even if the villagers were converted to 
Christianity or Mohammedanism or any other faith, the converts 
retained their Hindu castes and functions. The first breaches in 
this village tradition came with the introduction of the railway, 
in the middle of the nineteenth century. By the end of the cen¬ 
tury, Western articles like kerosene, mill-made cloth, and um¬ 
brellas were finding their way into the villages, and some villagers 
were beginning to abandon their hereditary functions. As modern 
education was introduced, some villagers began to leave their 
homes for a life in one of the handful of new urban centres. Of 
all the areas of the country, however, the Central Provinces 
proved to be the most resistant to change, 

The larger villages of the Central Provinces tended to be in 
open, well-cultivated areas, and the smaller ones in tracts in the 
hills or forests. A village, large or small, was usually a cluster of 
mud huts, often built on high ground to avoid floods and also 
attacks from neighbouring villages, and with a mud fort for 
additional defence. The farmstead was unknown, for most of the 
villagers were tenants at will, with no proprietary rights and no 
security, cultivating the land on a communal basis. At sowing 
time, a tenant would receive from his landlord a supply of seed 
grain and the use of bullocks, and after the harvest the tenant 
would pay back not only the original investment of seed grain 
but half or three-quarters of the remaining harvest as rent for the 
land, Trade and commerce scarcely existed, so when there was a 
good harvest, crops rotted where they lay, and when the crops 
failed, the population was decimated. (The Central Provinces 
lost a total of about a million people in the famines of 1897 and 
1900.) 
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The most backward division of the Central Provinces was 
Chhattisgarh ('thirty-six forts’), Chhattisgarh, which comprises 
the upper basin of the Mahanadi River, lies in the eastern part of 
the Central Provinces, hemmed in by ranges of hills on the west, 
the south, and the north. In 1901, Chhattisgarh had a population, 
largely tribal, of about two and a half million, and contained 
fourteen out of a total of fifteen feudatory states in the area; in 
fact, it was to the Central Provinces what Gondwana had once 
been to the rest of India. The land of Chhattisgarh was for the 
most part a treeless expanse of small, embanked rice fields - 
sometimes fifty to an acre - with ridges of sandy gravel separating 
one field from another. The land is drenched, largely during the 
monsoon, with from fifty to sixty inches of rain a year. (The 
average annual rainfall for the Central Provinces is forty-seven 
inches.) In 1901, a tenant in Chhattisgarh lived in a hut valued at ■ 
two or three rupees. (A rupee was then worth about twenty-five 
cents.) In a year, he spent for himself and his wife two or three 
rupees for clothes, their dress consisting of a few strips of cotton, 
and about fifteen rupees for food, a meal consisting of little more 
than a gruel of boiled rice and water. The villages in Chhattisgarh 
had livestock of uniformly poor quality, and were deficient even 
in the traditional crafts. In consequence, the villagers had as 
agricultural implements only a harrow to puddle and weed the 
fields and a heavy beam to crush the clods, the usual procedure 
being for one man to stand on the beam while another dragged it 
across the field. ‘The people, isolated and almost barred from 
intercourse with the outside world,’ comments the Imperial 
Gazetteer, ‘have developed or retained peculiarities of dress, 
manners, and language which distinguish them from the 
residents of adjoining tracts, to whom they are known as 
Chhattisgarhis... The people are generally held to be character¬ 
ized by a lack of intelligence, by backwardness in their methods 
of agriculture, and by a more primitive habit of life than their 
neighbours.’ 

In 1906, for administrative reasons, a strip of land was detached 
from two existing districts of Chhattisgarh to form a new district, 
which was called Durg, after its main village. (The word ‘(/wg’, 
Hindi for ‘fortress’, is probably derived from Durga, the name of 
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the Hindu goddess of death and destruction; this goddess is the 
consort of Shiva and has many manifestations, one of which is 
Kali.) The village of Durg - Bhilai is next door - was made the 
headquarters of the new district, which had a population of six 
hundred thousand. A small fund collected for sanitation was the 
only civic institution in Durg, but the village was on the railway 
and had a local primary school, and even a local belhmetal 
industry. 

Towards the end of June 1955, an Indian and Soviet team com 
siscing of about a dozen administrators, engineers, and designers, 
and accompanied by a skeleton staff, arrived in the village of 
Durg, took up residence in the Durg Circuit House, a govern^ 
ment hostel, and began work on the Bhilai steel project. They 
found the red terrain infested with reptiles and insects, the cli¬ 
mate exceptionally hot, and the villagers slow and uncompre¬ 
hending. Even the most ordinary domestic animals seemed 
hostile. (An Indian chronicler of the period reports that a Russian, 
whom the writer describes as ‘an old veteran surveyor’, hearing 
what he took to be the roar of a lion, ‘hurtled down the .slope 
right into the arms of an Indian colleague’, who, alarmed by the 
Russian’s behaviour, himself ‘took off from that point of the 
slope and sprinted even faster clown to the plains’. Later, it was 
discovered that what the Russian had heard was only the low of 
a cow.) Throughout the enterprise, the Indians and the Russians 
had to contend with differences of language and manners and 
working methods. Despite the aid of interpreters, Indians and 
Russians were apt to argue at length, only to discover that they 
had been making the same point. Gestures simply contributed to 
the confusion; for instance, a shake of the head by a south Indian 
signified ‘yes’, and one by a north Indian signified ‘no’. The 
chronicler, bemused, observes, ‘Our Soviet friends often con¬ 
cluded that Indians as a whole must be very diplomatic, because 
you hardly ever knew whether a particular attitude was negative 
or positive.’ 

Meanwhile, in the Soviet Union thirty organizations and four 
hundred plants - at Moscow, Leningrad, Kharkov, Zaporozhye, 
and Zhdanov, among ocher places - were working, as one Soviet 


emissary put it, ‘with great fervour and care’ to supply equip¬ 
ment for the project, and in Bhilai the team was reinforced by 
about thirty thousand Indians and about a thousand Russians. 
They were all busy surveying and clearing land, planning plant 
buildings and breaking ground for them, laying out an internal 
system of roads and railway tracks, and installing electric lines 
and water and gas mains. But it took nearly six months, to put up 
the first structure in Bhilai, which provided temporary residential 
quarters for the team and was designated Bhilai House. This 
was followed by a thoroughfare, and the thoroughfare by a group 
of bungalows for the individual members of the team, each 
bungalow numbered according to the occupant’s status. Of the 
actual plant, all that was visible after a year was the diesel power¬ 
house - a grey structure with asbestos sheets for roof and walls. 
Indeed, after two years nearly all that the general manager could 
see from the window of his bungalow (No. i) was six miles of 
barren land, interrupted by a few huts and paddy fields; only in 
the distance could he make out a tower crane, in position to erect 
the first blast furnace. Even so, the Indians felt at each step that 
they were being taught the value of discipline and technical pre¬ 
cision. ‘I well remember the day I went to .see the laying of bricks, 
in Blast Furnace 2,’ an Indian technician has written. ‘Everything 
appeared so perfect the bricks, their arrangement, their degree 
of c!o.seness - that the contractor [he was Indian] had every 
rea.son to be happy. But his happiness was short-lived, for the 
work was rejected by the Soviet technician, “Too much clear¬ 
ance,” said he. The contractor argued with him but to no avail. 
“Afyer”, said the Russian technician, and that was all. The con¬ 
tractor had to re-do the work.’ 

Finally, a few months before the end of the Second Five-Year 
Plan, in 1961, blast and open-hearth furnaces, coke ovens, and 
rolling mills having all been commissioned according to schedule, 
the plant began putting out steel at the rate of a million tons a 
year. V. V. Rudakov, the Soviet deputy chief engineer, later 
wrote. ‘It took about 3‘5 years to construct and commission a 
plant of this size on a completely new and unknown site.’ Look¬ 
ing to the future, he added, 'New units of the Bhilai steel plant 
mean additionalwork for Indian people, additional employment. 
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additional housing facilities, additional schools and hospitals, new 
higher levels of education and culture in India.’ 

In 1965, in connection with the celebration of the Republic Day 
of India, which falls on 26 January, the Bhilai steel plant pub' 
lished, in English, Ten Years ojlndo-Soviet CoMomtion'. Bhilai 
As 1 Know [It ], a collection of reminiscences of Bhilai by Indians 
and Russians, which Indarjit Singh, the plant’s general manager 
at the time, describes in a foreword as ‘a brochure of everlasting 
memories’. One Indian contributor portrays the plant as ‘stone 
and steel giants rising against the blue horizon .., unreal, in¬ 
credible, wonderful’, and from the contributions of other Indians 
it is clear that the plant inspired exaltation bordering on ecsta.sy. 
Reading the Indian accounts, which have such titles as ‘And We 
Worked with Soviet Mining Men’ and ‘I Came to Bhilai’, one 
cannot help feeling that the contributors, in their ingenuous 
amplitude of emotion, speak for all those who participated in the 
project, and perhaps even for all those waiting to be initiated into 
the industrial mysteries. Certainly the contributors seem to have 
regarded their Russian instructors as seers. Nowhere is this more 
apparent than in what the Indians record of their responses - 
impulsive, emotional, philosophical, adulatory - to their Russian 
colleagues. 

Somnath Bhattacherjee, a chemist in the Research and Control 
Laboratory, writes, about a Russian couple with whom he had 
become fast friends and who had completed their tour of duty in 
Bhilai: 

One evening when Vanda Borovlov, my friend’s wife, told me that 
they were going to leave us very soon, I remember, I was very much 
shocked and sharply I looked at her, probably to discern the similar 
shadows of grief on her face as well... My friend and his wife came 
nearer, stood before me, allowed their affectionate eyes to immensely 
totter over ray face, and then gently shook my hand, whispered good 
BYE. In reciprocating, I could anyhow utter - Please remember. Sud¬ 
denly the moment was shaken. My friend turned his face towards the 
opposite direction - presumably to prevent the exposure of his pangs, 
but from Vanda’s eyes pearly drops of tears trickled down silently as 
if she was separating from her own brother... Those tears, dripped 


down from her eyes, were nothing to me but the drops of holy water 
of the Volga, which pervasively mingled with the stream of our 
Ganges, and inundated our fraternity and imperishable friendship. 

Again, Sisir Chakravorti, setting down an in metnoriam for 
his Russian friend Ivanovich, describes how the two met just 
after Chakravorti had come to Bhilai as senior chemical 
assistant: 

I still remember the day when I found myself, during a hot sum¬ 
mer, amidst an alien environment. I looked up with awe as a scene of 
unforgettable solemnity stood before me. There was the smell of the 
packing-box woods, the toiling labourers, the trucks and tractors 
racing with time, the flash of welding, the whine of various machines, 
the buzz of air-pumps, the rattle of riveters, the pound of hammers, 
and overhead slowly moved the crane with tons of load. I stood dazed 
for a moment, and then a frolicking summer whirlwind passed in 
between me and the scene, engulfing everything with its dancing dust. 
The scene vanished, I almost got choked with the dust. This was the 
first reception I got from the ruddy and dry and cruel soil of hostile 
nature of Bhilai scorching under the heat of a ruthless sun. 

Suddenly I felt a rude push at my back and was thrown off a few 
feet aw.iy, the dust smearing my white clothes, and instantly a large 
beam fell on the spot where I was standing. It was a crane failure. I 
understood the benevolence of that push. Somebody had saved my 
life. I got up, looked - and looked straight into the eyes of a hefty 
Russian with a round red face where anger and sympathy struggled 
over the surface of a usual joviality. He regarded me for a moment in 
that manner. Sympathy won. And he grinned. Probably he could 
guess I was new. He approached me, caught hold of my arm, and 
asked in broken English, ‘You hurt?’ I will never forget that tone. My 
oldest of acquaintances could not have shown a more genuine sym¬ 
pathy than was expressed in those two words uttered by an unknown 
giant foreigner. I smiled, clasped his hands, and said, 'No. Thank 
you.' That very moment, before we knew each other’s name and back¬ 
ground, our friendship was cemented in the warmth of his clasps 
through which his soul seemed to speak. 

He was Ivanovich, an erection expert of Blast Furnace. 

Chakravorti goes on to reflect on their subsequent friendship 
and the great admiration he came to have for his Russian co¬ 
worker: 
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Thereafter) whenever we met he always welcomed me with his 
tisual jovial grin. Work was his passion. Ho worked hard and tin. 
tiringly. But it was not to save his country's prestige nor that of his 
own. He found pleasure in it and he feit that his toil.., might go a 
long way in establishing an industrially developed country.^.. In his 
childlike simplicity, manners, and gossips, this was the attitude that 
was revealed. He was not philosophical in his approach, nor did he 
bother about the theories of human relationship; but simply believed 
this rule of universal fraternity to the core of his heart. 

The other day, I went to visit his new working place. He was 
nsually busy and absorbed in his routine. Still, when he saw me from 
a distance, his face lit up and the usual pin was there. A masked 
welder was prone over a huge pipe with his instruments. Just then rose 
a hue and cry. Tlie rope of the crane lifting the big dome of a stove 
had snapped and it was coming down straight on the welder. In a 
split-second, Ivan rushed to him and pushed him with all his might. 
ITie welder rolled a few feet away. Ivan could not escape. The dome 
crashed on the pipe and a part of it hit Ivan, injuring him fatally. He 
was rushed to the hospital, where he lay unconscious a number of 
hours. Then only once he opened his eyes and muttered something in 
Russian. Tlie attending Russian nurse said 'Ya' ['Da ’], His face lit up, 
he grinned, and then collapsed for ever. I asked the nurse about his 
muttering. His last Inquiry was, Is my brother saved ?’ 

I can still feel Ivan’s broad and hearty pin is pervading the atmo- 
sphere, crossing the man-made boundaries. 

Chakravorti is a natural writer. Others included in the collec¬ 
tion are not so gifted, and yet they manage to convey their feeling 
of what can only be called regeneration as a re.sult of working at 
Bhilai. There is, for example, the testimony of K. N. Subbara- 
man, chief engineer from 1956 to 1959, who, even a.s he exhorts 
the Indians to greater effort, revreals the .sense of vitality that his 
compatriots derived from working with the Russians; 

There are many thorns to pa.sp, but the constant occasions teach the 
art of folding them back to prevent hurt. That is the abiding reward 
of exhausting efforts in the thrilling task of building up a mighty 
project... Many people.,. have revealed Inexhaustible potentials for 
greater tasks. It is sad these are only partly tapped. For hesitations 
may freeze them while full use can redouble them by a process of cata¬ 
lytic regeneration. 

Banders give way before noble causes. To have a transcending, 


purpose is the sure way of cutting across endemic resistances and pre¬ 
judices. .. The obstinacy of understanding melted under the convin¬ 
cing elucidation of the Soviet experts; a tribute must be paid to their 
patience. A false piciure of inability built by the fact of inexperience 
was torn away by a quickness of perception and convincing variation.! 
to set practices that intelligence poised over gigantic opportunities 
could put out, Soon there was no room for any intellectual jealousy or 
inferiority complex and a strong bond of co-operation that strove to 
get the best out of the common thinking and experience was estab¬ 
lished, Nothing was ever hidden from anyone who wanted to know; 
and that shook off the inertia from many more, and they too strove to 
learn... It is strange how the old adage ‘When there is a will, there is 
a way’ gets proved again and again in all ages. 

Similarly, a contribution by a man named Nayar shows the 
buoyant .strength of Indian morale in the face of the trials of 
Bhilai: 

Almost everyone started thinking in a big way, Those with small 
minds got pushed around the corner, I remember the hot summer 
day,s with mercury staying steady at iiS*’ [and] Ru.s,sians who had 
come from... the coldest spots in the world, standing in the hot sun 
and working hand in hand with the Indian engineers... Achieve¬ 
ments were not measured in terms of the pleasure of the bosses; they 
were measured more in terms of the sense of satisfaction and partici¬ 
pation of those who performed them.., The files were dusty, but the 
decisions were clean and quick. In a huge project like Bhilai with 
nearly a lakh of persons at wnrlc, morale was important.., I think it 
was the new spirit of achievement, the new spirit of a rising nation, 
that generated the morale,,, Bhilai was a great dream - a national 
dream becoming a reality right before one's eyes. 

It Ls, however, left to H. Bhaya, the Secretary of Hindustan 
Steel, Ltd., which i,s the parent Indian government corporation 
of the Soviet, German, and British plants (it is the largest corpor¬ 
ation in India), to describe the sense of fulfilment experienced by 
those who were present at the creation of the plant; 

The sen.se of awe at the magnitude of the works gave place to ad¬ 
miration for the grandeur and romance of steelmaking, and then it 
ripened to an abiding affection for the pulsating giant. I was initiated 
and had become part of a grand team - a team in which not only was 
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each ptoud of achieving his own task but shared the anxieties and 
achievements of the others, This was the secret of Bhilai's success - the 
spontaneous loyalty Bhilai generated. 

It was the best of times; it was the worst of times,.. It was a 
frenzy without panic, a tempo with a plan. The construction team 
glowed with pride and satisfaction at the newborn plant they had 
brought to life, the operation team was anxiously eager to nurture it to 
its full stature. The human bonds built up through such days were to 
last for ever. All were wrapped up in one object. The plant was the 
thing. It still is and always will be... A new faith and confidence 
filled me, There was a meaning and purpose in this vast human 
activity that could not but grip one’s imagination, Each one of us 
was helping build the future - a future one could almost see, touch, 
and feel... One also felt that the plant had now a life and personality 
of its own -- quite apart from the men who worked for it ~ a being 
that demanded the best from us and also rewarded us with that rare 
feeling, a sense of fulfilment. 

The themes of Ten Years of hdo-Soviet CoMoration are 
refined in a companion collection called Poets of Bhilai, also 
published b 1965, Singh, who writes the foreword to this collec¬ 
tion as well, notes that it is ‘presented to the general public as 
showing that apart from steelmaking, there is a wealth of other 
talent also available in the Bhilai Township’. He recalls that the ■ 
public had already viewed some of this wealth in the previous 
year, when the Bhilai steel plant sponsored a drama competition ; 
and an exhibition of arts and crafts. This year, he says, the Bhilai 
steel plant undertook a treasure hunt for music and poetry. He 
goes on to say that, in the search for local poetry, clubs in all 
sectors of what was now the prospering township of Bhilai did a ' 
preliminary screening of poems submitted in English or in any 
of the regional languages. A second screening followed, and now | 
the best poems - along with their English translations, where ; 
necessary - were being offered in Poets of Bhilai, whose con¬ 
tents, representing works by a total of twenty-four poets, writing : 
b English and in nine regional languages, were, in Singh’s j 

opinion, ‘very high in merit and class’. But, reading the poems, |. 

one feels, at least on the strength of the English translations - | 
and, from what little I know of the regional languages, the | 
translations seem to be faithful to the spirit of the originals, if not j 
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always to the letter - that the poetic wealth lies not so much in 
the craftsmanship of the poets, who are, after all, amateurs, as in 
the quality of their emotional response to the steel plant. (To¬ 
gether, the two collections serve to measure the weight of the 
response.) Like the Bhilai essayists, the Bhilai poets seem to be 
intoxicated by the possibilities of an industrial society, and - per¬ 
haps because they are standing only at its threshold - there are no 
poems in praise of the Luddite. Instead, the poems celebrate the 
factory worker and the factory town. It sometimes seems that all 
the invective reserved in the West today for the robots of the 
industrial society is here turned against the laggards of the 
pastoral society, To the poets with no spleen, machines operating 
are as romantic as sheep grazing. Ramashankar Tiwari writes 
(the translation, like many others in the collection, is in prose): 

Bhilai, personified, speaks of its glory and achievement not only in 
the field of production and its incessant efforts for the industrializa¬ 
tion of the nation but also of the greatest achievement, remarkable as 
it is, of the national and emotional integration, 

Situated in the heart of rich granary of Chhattlsgarh, it is a pul¬ 
sating point of India as a whole, Bhilai, synchronized with the time 
of machine and toil of hard labour, has become a story of success in 
countries beyond Ocean. 

Some of the poets concentrate on the process of industrializa¬ 
tion, For B. P, Verma, the smoke of the steel plant and all human 
desires are one (‘The Chimneys symbolize the passion in human 
hearts, for growth and progress the Sky is the limit’), and they 
also are for S. U. Suryanarayanan ('There stand the lofty chim¬ 
neys of the open-hearth furnaces.., If all our achievements in the 
country are knit into a garland, this steel plant forms its shining 
locket. Let this garland glitter around the neck of our mother 
country’). Janak U. Oza conveys the joy of Verma and Suryana¬ 
rayanan in one pithy couplet: 

Lo 1 the Blast Furnace is alight 
Pouring molten iron, oh vrHAT delight, 

Daneshwar Prasad Sharma sees the process of smelting as an 
almost mystical act of creation. Using the fact that the Bhilai steel 
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plant produces rails, he writes, Toung night, running train and 
crowded compartment come to life when someone said “Bhilai”,’ 
But machines are only one aspect of the industrial process. 
Another aspect is human labour, and the joy of work also receives 
its tribute from the poets. For M. L. Chadha, work is almost a 
religion: 

There are some blackslieeps here I also as everywhere. 

Workshirkers petty minded, they are a slur, a shame. 

Here work is worship my Friends. 

Indeed, for R. P. Agnihotri even the poet is simply one more 
worker: 

The Nation today needs poems to raise the morale of mankind.,, 
The Poet is the man of the era, creator of new age, and should divert 
the flow of human thoughts to the needs of progress and prospaity so 
that a new awakening rises in the world. 

To other poets, it is symbolically significant that men from 
all owr the country have been drawn to live and work in Bhilai, 
for this promises a strong, united India; Bhilai, says Manrakhan 
Lai Sahu, ‘is decorated, and its youth is blossomed by the cultures 
of all corners of the country, and'the young maid speaks all the 
languages of India’. Still other poets, however, think of the in¬ 
dustrial and nationalistic achievement of Bhilai in terms of 
military prowess. Munnuwar Sherwani strikes this note when he 
says that his poem about Bhilai ‘gives the clarion call to the nation 
to defend our cherished freedom and our honour from the 
aggressor on our border’. G. P. Sharma implies the identity of an 
enemy on the border when he gives an alarm to the nation: 
‘Remember the fronts of NEF A and Ladakh.’ 

Jwala Prasad Pateria, invoking historical, religious, and 
legendary heroes, reaches perhaps the highest pitch of patriotic 
expression: 

Do not worry, Chacha. [Nehru was popularly called 'Chacha’, or 
'uncle'.] Send us to the front and we will fight the Chinese. The 
Children of this steel township have hearts of steel, and they are the 
descendants of Shivaji, Pratap, and Rani Laxmi Bai. We have played 
in the plains and heights of Vindhyas, and the children of Hanuman 


D: 

and Bhim will bum the Dragon’s land and drin 
worry; send us to the front - the enemies will retr 
the petals of your rose flower, the Tricolour, and t 
soil. 

But Bhilai is, above all, the first step of an in 
on the road leading to an industrial utopia. C 
had this in mind when he wrote his poem, ‘Dt 
the form of a parable: 

This is also a lyric describing the pathetic joum 
a person deprived of basic needs of living, H 
directly anything to anybody for his poor plight, bi 
to a fellow-pedestrian, he mentions the reasons 1 
from birth to death, sounding some mild asp 
Society... 

Before he reaches the goal of his life, the destim 
the horizon of his dreams, neutralizing the inec 
true and in that aspiration for eldorado he co: 
: with blubbered feet. A hope sustained is a hope t 

in this lyric of all pathos, 

' The utter chaos of diction and imagery ai 
i tone of Rao’s poetry, like those of other contr 
t lection, help to illustrate the exaggerated re.spor 
s of technology can evoke in a poor country. 

There is only one discordant voice in the col 
[ to Hillole Sen, who shows some concern about 
’ of an industrial society, almost as if he were a v 
I than a tyro. But even he, by the end of his poe 
I chorus affirming progress. The poem reads, in 

I Today it often comes to my mind that the word 
I has been derived from the word Tantrana* (pain),, 
I every pain has its jocund result, 
f When a conceived lady gets the pain of her chile 
I sort of pleasure and anxiously waits for the mome 
i will be born and ultimately wipe off all the result: 

I the modern age, which is essentially a Machine i 

everybody feels a sort of pain of pleasure and fine 
I creations, Amidst this the Bhilai Steel Project was 1 
The land of Chhattisgarh created its place in 
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world by a joint effort of India and Russia and people felt the plea¬ 
sure of pain in the long run. 

There is a curse of the machine also, It makes our minds also 
mechanized. The machine is good and can take the civilization to a 
height, but we must avoid the mechanism of intellect and mind, 
which is fatal for civilization. 

Though I came here with a fascinated mind, which was the out¬ 
come of the halo of the Bhilai Steel Project, I am still unsatisfied, and 
I know that dissatisfaction is the source of improvements. 


On the Bm\$ of the Potomac 

In 1962, world steel production stood at a record level of three 
hundred and ninety-four million tons, with Western Europe 
accounting for twenty-nine per cent, the Soviet Union and 
Eastern Europe for twenty-eight per cent, the United States for 
twenty-five per cent, and Japan for eight per cent. But India’s ■ 
annual steel production, after the first two Five-Year Plans, had 
risen comparatively little, going from one million to three mil- i. 
lion three hundred thousand tons. This tonnage was divided ; 
almost equally between the plants in the public sector and those j 
in the private one, all of which were experiencing shortages; ^ 
the training of skilled personnel and the minmg of minerals for ^ 
making steel were not keeping pace with the new plant capacity, i 
such as it was. Some of the production difficulties at Durgapur ; 
and Rourkela, however, were attributed to the nature of their ; 
products - at Durgapur mostly wheels and axles, and at Rourkela I 
mostly sheets and pipes, all considered by steel men to be harder [ 
to produce than rails and girders, the principal output at Bhilai, 
which was the plant with the best performance of all. India was 
spending two hundred million dollars a year importing a million 
tons of steel, and Bhilai, though it was more than twice the size 
of Durgapur or Rourkela, was designed to reach a capacity of 
only two and a half million tons. The Indian government was | 
working to alleviate the shortages, and was also going ahead | 
with a scheme for a fourth new plant. As early as 1958, an Indian j 
engineering firm had made a favourable preliminary report on 1 


this project, which was to be situated in Bokaro, a town in Bihar 
lying a hundred and fifty miles north-west of Calcutta, Bokaro, 
as the newest project was called, would cost from nine hundred 
million to one and a third billion dollars to build, it was esti¬ 
mated, and would reach a capacity of four million tons. India 
once again had to search for a foreign sponsor, but neither Britain 
nor Germany was in a position to embark on a second plant, and 
India was reluctant to approach the Soviet Union, in part be¬ 
cause so great a dependence on one country for machinery and 
technology was considered inadvisable, especially in the politi¬ 
cally strategic area of steel, An approach was made to the United 
States, where John F. Kennedy was President. In 1958, when 
India had been seeking an emergency financial transfusion for 
the almost moribund Second Five-Year Plan, Kennedy, who was 
then a senator, had been co-sponsor, with Senator John Sherman 
Cooper, of a resolution that asked Congress to recognize ‘the 
importance of the economic development of the Republic of 
India to its people, to democratic values and institutions, and to 
peace and stability in the world’. At that time, Kennedy made 
what Indians considered a thoughtful speech on behalf of India’s 
economic development, touching on her specific need for steel 
and on the new plant at Bokaro. 

We have come increasingly to doubt ourselves, to question the 
impact of a [foreign] policy whose substance seems so very largely 
military [he said, according to the Congressional Record], Our sense 
of drift, our gnawing dissatisfaction, our seemingly hopeless predica¬ 
ment in reaching but the fringes of a great crisis is nowhere more 
evident than in our search for policies adapted effectively and con¬ 
cretely to the new and generally uncommitted nations which run 
from Casablanca to the Celebes,.. One country in particular - India 
- has successfully pointed the way to progressive economic develop¬ 
ment. 

He observed that India was a parliamentary democracy with 
universal suffrage, that she had a stable government with an effi¬ 
cient civil service, and that she had a mixed economy of private 
and public ownership. He said that India had made better use of 
American aid than most other recipient countries, and that by 
her First Five-Year Plan she herself had raised her national in- 
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come by eighteen per cent. He then turned to the Second Five- 
Year Plan, which, he .<iaid, was in danger of collapsing, and 
perhaps bringing down with it democracy in India: 

Tliis plan... is... almost two and a half times as large as the first 
plan, It hopes to carry India across the most difficult threshold of 
economic growth •- the establishment of capital-generative basic in¬ 
dustries such as steel,.. If successful, it could vigorously mobilize 
India's rich resources in hydropower, iron ore, manganese, coal, 
bauxite. The essential features of the plan include four steel mills - 
one of which [Bhilai] is well advanced,.. Unfortunately, a .serious 
foreign exchange crisis has forced India to pare its plan to the core,. 
The heavy expenditures lie in the heart of the plan - steel, tran.sport:, 
irrigation, power, tool plants... Informed judgement tells us that it 
cannot [cut more deeply into the plan], for a genuine programme 
of economic development is a seamless web which cannot be pulled 
apart or rewoven from cheaper materials. 

He went on to talk about the range of Soviet aid to India, 
pointing out that although the Soviet Union had given less aid 
than the United States and was a comparative late-comer in the 
field of economic assistance, still, by concentrating on heavy in¬ 
dustry, it had seized the opportunity to make its cause one with 
that of India’s Second Five-Year Plan, and now, in addition to 
the Bhilai steel plant, was assisting with a variety of projects, 
among them a heavy-machinery plant and a thermal-power plant. 
Stressing the importance of India to the free world, he said: 

India contains nearly forty per cent of all the free peoples of the 
uncommitted world... India, the most important of all the uncom¬ 
mitted states, has entered its formative period... Its democratic 
future is delicately and dangerously poised; it would be catastrophic 
if its leadership were now humiliated in its quest for Western a.ssist- 
ance when its cause Is good. 

Kennedy’s speech, which was remembered in India for its 
intellectual and emotional grasp of economic development, had, 
asit happened, little effect on aid. India did not receive American 
aid for the plant at Bokaro, or for any other indu,strial project of 
the Second Five-Year Plan, and the web of economic develop¬ 
ment began to unravel. By 1962, India had received about four 
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billion dollars from the United States, compared to only about 
eight hundred million dollars from the Soviet Union, but Soviet 
aid, with its dramatic inckstrial projects, was continuing to make 
the greater impression; American economic aid not only was 
spread over a longer period but was restricted - mainly as a 
consequence of^ the American aversion to any Socialist pattern 
of state-owned industry - to agriculture and to the military, 

In 1962, however, both President Kennedy and his Amba,ssa- 
dor to India, John Kenneth Galbraith, were ready to abandon 
the shibboleth against aid to state-owned industry, and Galbraith, 
like Ken nedy, was a strong advocate of the Bokaro project. Since 
it was up to the administration to decide how to .spend the 
foreign-aid funds that Congress authorized, the pro,spects for 
American sponsorship of the project now seemed excellent. In 
the early spring of 1962, the Agency for International Develop¬ 
ment commissioned the United States Steel Corporation to make 
a technical and economic survey of the Bokaro project, The 
survey wa. completed within eight months, at a cost of $686,344, 
and was published in two volumes. It judged the project to be 
: feasible, under certain conditions: that the time allotted for plant 

[, construction be extended for six years beyond the date of the 
^ completion of the Fourth Five-Year Plan, in 1971 - the time 
limit .set by the Indian government - and that the project be 
[ independent of Hindustan Steel’s bureaucracy and instead be 

1 entrusted to a separate public corporation, to be managed by 

i Americans not only during the construction period but for some 

j. years afterwards. It was thought unlikely that India would baulk 

I at the conditions set forth in the survey; she had already agreed 

j that Bokaro, which would be the most expensive single aid 

I ' project ever .sponsored by the United States anywhere, should 
i take the place of all other American aid to India during the con- 

f struction period. As a matter of fact, though, India was afraid 

I that, however far she went towards meeting the demands of the 

I survey, some of which were clearly aimed at weakening state 

I management, the United States, when the time came for the final 

I decision, might not be able to bring itself to further a form of 

I socialism abroad that it spurned at home. 

I In March 1963, the Committee to Strengthen the Security of 
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the Free World, a government body appointed by Kennedy and 
headed by General Lucius D. Clay, submiued to the President ■ 
a rather pessimistic report on American military and economic 
assistance programmes. 

While we realize that in aiding foreign countries we cannot insist ; 
upon the establishment of our own economic system, ^despite its 
remarkable success and progress, we should not extend aid which is 
inconsistent with our beliefs, democratic tradition, and knowledge ,i 
of economic organization and consequences [the report noted at one 
point] I Moreover, the observation of countless instances of politically 
operated, heavily subsidized, and carefully protected insufficient state 
enterprises in less-developed countries makes us gravely doubt the 
value of such undertakings in the economic lives of these nations... 
The only way the Congress can express its disapproval of a develop- ; 
ment loan project is through a specific prohibition in the authoriza- ^ 
tion act. The committee is of the opinion that the Congress should 
have a strong voice in the decision as to how the United States tax- i 
payers’ money is to be spent overseas. As it is now, the executive has 
the sole authority for this decision. ' 

Simultaneously, American steel and shipping interests mobil- j 

ized to oppose the Bokaro project, and it was pointed out in | 

speeches in the House and the Senate that between 1958 and | 

1962 American steel exports had dropped from two million eight | 

hundred thousand tons to two million tons, causing unemploy- | 

ment at American docks as well as at the steel plants; that fifty | 

per cent of the American steel exports went to Asia; that in this : 

Asian market the United States was already being supplanted by 
Japan, where the working wage in a steel plant was only sixty- 
three cents an hour, compared to $2-29 an hour, the minimum 
union wage in America; and that an expanded steel industry in | 
India might one day close the Asian market to American steel j; 
altogether. Newspapers of many political persuasions also came j; 
out against the Bokaro project. Some editorials took it as an [ 
ideological threat; for instance, the Chicago Sun-Times com- 1 
mented, ‘Broadly speaking, the opposite of private enterprise and | 
individual capitalism is state ownership, state production, and f 
state distribution. Or, if you will, Marxism. This is precisely the 
status of the proposed steel mill in India... It would be far I 
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better to loan the necessary money to India so she could buy steel 
in the free world market than to endorse, with dollars, a philos¬ 
ophy dedicated to the overthrow of our own way of life,’ Other 
editorials regarded Bokaro as simply a bad investment; the Wall 
Street Journal commented, 'Though that nation [India] has 
received more United States aid than any other country, its 
economic troubles and demands for outside assistance are not 
decreasing but increasing, A major reason is the bungling of 
India’s government planners - their Insistence on emphasizing 
industry at the expense of badly needed food output, their re¬ 
liance on tangled networks of controls, their stress on socialistic 
projects designed more for political profit than for economic 
gain.’ And some news reports were coloured by an outright 
hostile tone, like this one from the U,S. ISIews & World Report 
for 15 April 1963: 

In Washington, a report on foreign aid has Just been made by a 
special White House committee headed by Gen, Lucius Clay, This 
report opposed use of dollars of American aid to finance construe- 
tion for socialized industries that compete with private industry in a 
country... 

Tlie first [Indian] Government mill to be completed was financed 
by the Russians,,. American engineers describe the mill as extremely 
simple in design, but it does produce steel. Their description ex¬ 
presses the view that the mill is built by peasants for peasants. 

Russians have kept control of this whole operation, with the In¬ 
dian general manager no more than a figurehead. 

The German experience, by comparison, had been a nightmare... 
Trouble developed and a special commission of German techniciana 
was appointed to find what was wrong. 

The commission found: Indian personnel with adequate training 
was extremely scarce,.. Absenteeism had risen to twenty-five per cent. 
Hindustan Steel, Ltd.,. had 3,600 headquarters personnel, and a 
minor decision required from twenty-four to thirty-six months. 
About thirty per cent of Indians trained in Germany were given jobs 
for which they were not trained... 

British experience at India’s third Government steel mill is only a 
little better.., 

Private steel companies have the trained personnel, experience and 
means to expand to meet India’s steel needs. Government stands in 
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their way, The question is whether American taxpayers now will 
build their steel facilities to take the place of those that could be ■ 

financed privately, 

Indian officials already are wheeling out the whipsaw argument. ■ 
They say that if Americans do not go ahead with the project, then 
the Russians will. 

Many of the facts in the V.S, News & World Report article, 
like many printed elsewhere, were disputed by both Indians and ■ 
Americans. For instance, the representatives of the private steel ; 
industry in India, who,se economic freedom or lack of it was one ’ 
of the main points of contention in the American attack on 
Bokaro, were firm in their support of the project, j. R. D. Tata, 
chairman of Tata Enterprises, which included the Tata Iron & ^ 
Steel Go,, stated that it was not within the means of Indian : 
private industry to build a steel plant on anything like the scale : 
of Bokaro, and Bharat Ram, president of the Indian Federation ^ 
of Commerce and Industry, an organization akin to the Ameri- ■ 
can Chamber of Commerce, wrote, in a letter to the Washinmn 
Post'. . : 

I want to correct an impression in .some quarters in the United i 
States that Indian private enterprise views with varying degrees of I 
disagrceablcness the Bokaro steel project. This is obviously based on i 
an imperfect knowledge of Indian conditions and our requirements of ? 
steel.., Currently the per capita consumption of steel in India, taking | 
into account domestic output and imports, is eleven kilograms; and [ 
this is one of the lowest in the world,.. The Government of India’s I 
steel policy vis 4 *vis public and private sectors of the industry is one 
of non-discrimination and equal treatment. This policy was recently 
reiterated by the India Minister for Steel and Heavy Industries. It has 
drawn favorable comment from the leaders of the Indian steel in¬ 
dustry in private hands, and according to them competition between 
the two sectors of the Indian steel industry will not arise in view of 
the nationalized and controlled operation of the two sectors. So, to 
the Indian steel industry, Bokaro does not present any problem of 
disadvantageous competition... I am also of the view that the lack 
of adequate quantities of steel is standing in the way of a more rapid 
development of private sector industries, including small industries 
where^ there is a marked tendency to take to metallurgical based 
operations, and of which steel-based are the most significant. 
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The American proponents of the Bokaro project also chal¬ 
lenged the opinion that a mixed economy was identical with 
socialism. They said that, even apart from the fact that in under¬ 
developed countries the power of rich private families was his¬ 
torically and emotionally associated with oppression, while state 
ownership was looked upon as a cornucopia of .shared benefits, 
still, for the production of steel, many countries - including, 
surprisingly, Japan, the conservative business interests’ favourite 
example of a capitalist, democratic industrial society - relied on 
a combination of private and public enterprise in the early stages 
of industrialization, Galbraith, drawing together some of the 
arguments in favour of the Bokaro project, wrote, also in the 
Washington Post, in August of 1963: 

The Bokaro plant Iws acquired a vast symbolic interest in the sub¬ 
continent, On no subject during my tour as Ambassador was I so in- 
tensively queried,When the American Mount Everest team re¬ 
turned to New Delhi after its successful climb, it was said, jokingly, 
that the first question addressed to the leader at his pre.ss conference 
concerned his attitude on Bokaro... There is agreement... on the 
favorable effect of this plant on the American economy. Our own 
steel industry is not expanding. As a result, firms engiiged in this 
kind of construction and machine building have a good deal of ex- 
cess capacity and idle labor force. Heavy engineering firms in 
western Pennsylvania, Ohio, northern Indiana, Illinois, and else¬ 
where would especially welcome the business and employment [from 
producing equipment for the Bokaro project]... The experience of 
countries such as India with private capitalism has been different from 
ours. Itjs identified in many minds with the foreign ownership of 
earlier times. 

The Communists offer public ownership or socialism, and excoriate 
private ownership. If we excoriate public ownership, and Insist in an 
equally dogmatic way on private capitalism, we leave those who be¬ 
lieve deeply in democratic socialism no choice but to align themselves 
with the Communists... We know from experience in Scandinavia, 
Great Britain, Canada, New Zealand, and even our own past that a 
pragmadc combination of public and private ownership is quite 
compatible with per,sonal liberty... 

The Clay Committee report... was greeted with unalloyed en¬ 
thusiasm by the Indian left-wing press.,. They took it as proof that 
the democratic socialists had no future on our side. 
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Although the Clay report could not be read as a clear-cut veto 
of projects like Bokaro (the Washington Post commented, ‘The 
antagonists have chosen to Ignore that passage in the Clay report 
which declares that “in aiding foreign countries, we cannot : 
insist upon the establishment of our own cconomie system, 
despite its remarkable success and progress” ’), one of the effects : 
of the report’s urging more congressional control of foreign-aid ■ 
projects was to place the fate of the Bokaro project in the hands i 
of Congress, and the proposal was debated there in the summer 
of 1963. Senators and representatives opposing the Bokaro project | 
said, among other things, that it was ‘a direct repudiation of our 
economic principles’, that Indian planners were ‘inoculated with : 
the Marxist virus’, that these planners were trying to ‘disguise 
their enthusiastic bias in favour of Socialism as logical necessity 
born of peculiar circumstances’, and that Socialism was ‘merely . p 
a temporary sojourn’ on the way to Communism. Frank ‘ 
Lausche, a Democratic senator from Ohio, spoke for many of ^ 
them when, on the floor of the Senate, he said of growing ■ 
rumours that India would, after all, ask the Soviet Union to help 
with the Bokaro project, ‘If India is saying to our government, , 
“Unless you give us the nine hundred million dollars promptly, f 
we will go to Russia for aid to help establish this plant,” I would |: 
say to them, “Go.” Red Russia will never give them the money, ; 
and if she does, it will be on terms under which India will have to 1 
sell its soul’ i 

On 22 August 1963, the Bokaro project was debated in the ! 
House of Representatives in connection with an amendment to I, 
that year’s foreign-aid bill that had been introduced by William | 
S. Broomfield, a Republican from Michigan. The burden of the | 
Broomfield amendment was that any single foreign-aid project | 
in excess of a hundred million dollars must receive specific | 
approval from Congress. Silvio 0 . Conte, a Republican represen- | 
tative from Massachusetts, said in a speech in support of the j 
amendment: | 

I want to shatter the myth of those that say the Soviet-financed [ 
mill in India is justification for our going in and building this one at I , 
this time. Their steel mill [Bhilai] was financed by a twelve-year loan I 
from the Soviets at a 2-5 per cent interest, repayable in hard currency, I 
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at a total amount of I136 million,.. Our loan, on the other hand, 
would amount to almost a billion dollars, a sizable chunk of the 
|i.8 billion expected cost of the mill, [The estimated cost of the 
Bokaro project rose along with the rhetoric,] This would be in the 
form of a forty-year development credit loan, with a ten-year grace 
period. Our interest will be three fourths of one per cent. Through 
long experience with these development credit loans we can be cer¬ 
tain that we will not get too much of this money back. 

In other words, we will give India about a billion dollars, The 
Indian government will then form a corporation to build the mill. 

. India will lend money to the corporation at per cent interest, not 
overlooking the fact that for every ton of steel made in India there is 
a charge of I52 a ton. In toto, this means that the Indian government 
will realize over a twenty-year period, out of our |i billion alone, 
about I5.5 billion, 

Furthermore, we will be lucky to even receive a million dollars 
out of the billion that we contribute. There will also be powerful 
competition to sell them [the reference is to India] steel at a cheaper 
rate than we can sell it to India. 

There is no guarantee, either, that would prevent the Indians from 
buying cheaper steel from the other steel-producing countries who 
could sell to them at a cheaper rate. That is to say, if they still have 
need for steel even above and beyond what Bokaro would produce. 

For example, Japan could sell India a ton of steel for f 102 at dock- 
side. It would cost India I174 for a ton of steel at dockside from the 
United States. 

Representative Conte’s facts and figures might have been open 
to question, but it was clear that his colleagues shared his views, 
for the Broomfield amendment was easily carried, A few weeks 
later, the Indian government, concluding that the Bokaro project 
would fare no better in another session of Congress, debating 
another year’s foreign-aid bill, withdrew its request. Learning of 
this turn of events, John H. Kyi, a Republican representative from 
Iowa, saluted the author of the Broomfield amendment, saying, 
‘It is my opinion that if the gentleman from Michigan had not 
proceeded so diligently with his work... this project would have 
remained in the foreign-aid authorization. Mr Broomfield thus 
saved this Congress and the country from making a costly 
mistake.’ 

In 1964, the Soviet Union formally offered, on terms similar to 
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thost providing for the construction of Bhilai, financial and 
technical assistance to India in building her biggest steel plant, 
and in due course Indian and Soviet administrators, engineers, 
and designers arrived in Bokaro to take up the work. 


At the Confluence of the Volga and the Ganga 

At the time of the census of 1951, Bhilai had an area of 28 square ; 
miles and a population of 7,116, made up of fifteen agrarian i 
hamlets whose areas and populations varied from 482 to 2,676 ! 
acres and from 172 to 1,226 inhabitants. Ten years later, Bhilai, ; 
thanks to its new importance, had an area of 40'i4 square miles i 
and a population of 86,116. (Literate and educated persons nuin- I 
bered 43,179, and workers numbered 48,772, most of the latter J 
now being engaged in such unpastoral activities as construction, i 
mining, manufacturing, commerce, transport, and communica- ^ 
tions.) The 1961 census, in a section classifying towns with a i 
population under five thousand as Class VI and those with over ^ 
a hundred thousand as Class I, ranked Bhilai as a Class II town, ; 
In a section classifying districts according to their growth in f 
respect of the number of new towns during this century, how- | 
ever, the census still ranked Durg forty-first among the forty- [ 
three districts of the state. (It contained five small towns in 1901 
and eight in 1961.) Still, statistics do not add up to a community, i 
And so to the perennial Gaxeteer. ? 

\ 

From the earliest rimes man has sought to acquire knowledge of j 
his immediate environment, partly in order to survive but also partly S 
because of his innate curiosity [notes the introductory volume of the [ 
GmUecr of India - ‘Impcriar has naturally been dropped from the 1 
title - revised, edited, and launched in 1965 under the direction of | 
Humayun Kabir, then an education adviser to the central govern- i 
ment]. In the course of time, this led him to undertake a study of his [ 
own country and record his impressions in various tangible forms. | 
He did not rest there... Travellers’ accounts [written by natives or | 
foreigners] ... became a recognized form of literature quite early in j 
history. Soon, such accounts were organized in what may be called I 
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Gazetteers or Geographical Dictionaries, Today, their scope has ken 
expanded further so as to cover the physical features and the history 
of a country as well as the social, political and economic life of the 
people inhabiting it. 

In discussing present-day Bhilai, the new Gazetteer points out 
that the concept of the town, as it is understood In the West, was 
actually introduced to village India by the Portuguese in the 
sixteenth century but remained almo.st unknown in the country 
as a whole until the nineteenth century, when the British trans¬ 
ported their little bit of England to India. Even then, the town 
was a hybrid affair - a cantonment of spacious bungalows and 
broad, straight roads, of park and playing fields, grafted onto a 
village of ramshackle dwellings and congested bazaars, of narrow 
winding lanes with gullies leading off them. ‘Examples of such 
cultural schizophrenia are Bangalore, Poona, Ahmadabad, and 
Delhi,’ the new Gazetteer comments, and it goes on to say that 
the culturally homogeneous industrial town was non-cxistent 
until this century, when a few indu.strial towns had ‘literally 
sprung up in jungles where previously tigers roamed’. The 
account in the new Gazetteer continues: 

In Independent India, three new steel towns have emerged: 
Bhilai in Madhya Pradesh, Rourkcla in Orissa, and Durgapiir in 
West Bengal. Tlicsc factories have not only brought prosperity but 
are altering the social landscape of the areas. Regions which were 
only recently backward, economically and culturally, arc being pitch- 
forked suddenly into prosperous, urban, and cosmopolitan social 
life... 

Social life in the new industrial towns is different from social life 
in cities which grew around or near extant and traditional towns. 
In the former, the civic hierarchy shows a tendency to follow the 
factory hierarchy. The town is nothing more than a place where the 
factory workers live when they are not working... As in these 
towns, the factory employees live in houses built by the employers, 
they cannot choose their neighbours. Thus... a Brahmin may have 
a Harijan [‘untouchable’] or Muslim or Christian for a neighbour... 
The lower income-levels tend, however, to overlap somewhat with 
the lower castes, and to this extent even the new towns tend to per¬ 
petuate traditional distances between higher and lower castes. 
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Being a tfavcllcr in the tradition of the earliest times, and i 
having my share of innate curiosity, I now set out from Delhi 
for Bhilai to compile my notes for a future gazetteer. I am ■ 
making the trip by air, but, because of turbulent weather, my 
plane is grounded in Bhopal, the capital of Madhya Pradesh, 
and late in the evening I find myself at the Madhya Pradesh 
Government Tourist Office as a traveller in distress. The solitary i 
occupant of the office, which is a small one, is a slender girl with 1 
an elfin face and with straight hair down to her shoulders. She | 
is dressed in a plain purple sari and wears’'no make-up. She 
greets me with a little Muslim salaam, introduces herself as Miss i 
Shukla, the regional tourist officer, hears me through, and imme- ! 
diately sets about telephoning to arrange overnight accommo- > 
dations for me. There arc circles under her eyes, but her manner 
is patient. Eventually, she locates a room, and then she sets about | 
telephoning to arrange for a taxi. i 

While we wait for the taxi, she answers a few of my questions, j 

sitting very straight on the edge of her chair. She tells me that i 

she has made a career of state-government service, that a woman i 
with a career is still an oddity in India, and that her future will 
probably consist of a series of transfers from one place in Madhya | 

Pradesh to another. ‘If the modern age ever really arrives in I 

India, Madhya Pradesh will probably be the last to know about | 
it,’ she says. 

I mention Bhilai. [ 

‘I’ve never been there,’ she says. ‘The only industry they know 1 
here in Bhopal is rolling cigarettes and folding pans. They say I 
you can always tell a Bhopali by his betel-stained lips,’ 

It is the end of April when I reach Bhilai, and very hot, but, 
by courtesy of the Indian government, I am lodged in a new i 
flat complete with air-conditioners, a refrigerator, and a hot and f 
cold shower - conveniences scarcely known in the rest of Madhya i 
Pradesh, Almost immediately, I go on a tour of Bhilai in a car I 
with an Indian engineer who was trained in the United States . i 
and who has been here from the beginning of the project, as a 
member of its Town Planning and Architectural Section. ‘Bhilai 
is a modern temple,’ he says to me as he starts the car. ‘You will 


find this is a clean place. There are no madding crowds here. 
Everything is clearly set out in sectors. The town is as advanced 
as the plant. Everyone is provided with a house, medical care, 
and education. Each child gets free primary education, two free 
uniforms, and free lunch. The town and the plant are two halves 
of the same idea, like the hammer and the sickle.’ 

On the outskirts of the town, far from the plant, the engineer 
drives me past the houses of the plant directors, pointing out the 
residences of the general manager, the general superintendent, 
the assistant general superintendent, the chief engineer, the 
financial adviser, and the accounts officer - all built on a grand 
British scale, with spacious compounds. He then drives me past 
two-room puf{l{a dwellings with asbestos-sheet roofing, for 
workers earning a hundred and fifty rupees a month, and, later, 
past {utcha one-room huts, for workers earning a hundred rupees 
a month. Some dwellings have private bathrooms, some have 
semi-private bathrooms, and some have only taps with water 
available for between one and twelve hours a day - the comforts 
of the houses always corresponding to the pay of the workers. 
All the dwellings are carefully grouped, are numbered, and are 
categorized in respect of occupancy. Even those in the poorest 
category - shelters made out of bamboo mats - are all exactly the 
same size and are set out in neat rows. ‘This is a colony of 
sweepers,’ the engineer says when we drive past one such row. 
‘It used to be near the houses of the State Bank employees, but 
they complained about its lowering the status of their sector, so 
the authorities made the sweepers roll up their mats and bring 
them over here. But you notice the orderly way we have relocated 
this crawling colony.’ 

The engineer goes on to tell me in a sanguine manner that the 
town, which, unlike the steel plant, was designed entirely by 
Indians, was laid out to reproduce the social hierarchy of the 
plant. The idea had been to provide for each employee, at seven 
and a half per cent of his salary, housing that reflected his 
position; the better his job, the larger and more distant from the 
plant his house was to be. The town that was eventually built 
made some compromises with the original idea, the engineer 
continues, but, even so, one could often tell the position of an 
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employee by the sisie aftd construction of his dwelling) the scctctf 
in which the dwelling was situated, and, within that sector, its j 
distance from the plant. As the engineer drives me from sector 
to sector along numbered roads that regularly intersect named i 
avenues (Six Tree Avenue, Central Avenue, Forest Avenue), he ' 
points out how tidy everything is, and although I recognize that 
the people here, as a community, live better than people else* ; 
where in India, Bhilai, with its garden*city layout, recalls to my | 
mind only architectural models and drawing boards. There arc ; 
no twisting gullies and alleyways, no crowded, snarled lanes, no !: 
cows lounging in the streets, no stray dogs yelping at the heat, 1 
no litter, no stenches or acrid smells of any kind, no hawkers, no 
vendors, no street*side stalls, no bystanders, No one seems to 
haggle or curse, to squat or sleep, to loaf about on the streets. | 
Bhilai has well-organized shopping centres and the hush of the 
perfect suburb. I have to tell myself repeatedly that I am still in ! 

India, and that not long ago Bhilai was a Hindu village, for the | 

town seems futuristic, unreal, dead, a forlorn first .settlement on i 

another planet - the conception erf some science-fiction fantasist. ! 

1 

I have just been spending some time at the plant, and before I | 
had been there very long I decided that if I were ever to give a j 
^ch about my impressions I would u.sc for an epigraph some | 
remarks that Nehru made in a speech he gave when he came { 
here in i960 to inaugurate the Rail and Structural Mill. ‘I have 
been asked to press the button or work the handle of this Rail | 

and Structural Mill,’ he said, ‘I have followed a bit - not much, { 

for unfortunately I have not studied engineering. I am now about | 

to work the handle and I know not exactly what it will lead to. [ 

But of course something will happen. So should I work the | 

handle. That is it; the g^s train is to move out from the side. [ 

My own notes on the plant go, in part: j 

‘Plant Areal i-8 square miles, all walled in. Barbed wire on | 

top of the wall Observation rooms for Bhilai security guards. | 

Clock tower, Inside walls are forty-one observation platforms for I 

Bhilai security guards, fust beyond, huge arch, with big sign: 
‘Work Is Worship*. Clatter and crash of stcelmaking. Hot as { 
inferno. 1 
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‘Batteries I Coke-wagon tipplers hurtling by, sounding like a 
dozen tramways loosed upon the world. Twenty-five to thirty 
tons of coal, Each battery has sixty-five cells, each cell is called 
an oven, Temperature in the ovens 950*. A man sweeps coal 
from the oven door. Coke under water shower. Crushers. Screen. 
Conveyor belt to blast furnace. 

‘Blast Furnace; Coke is u,sed for heating iron ore, and mixed 
with limestone, etc., to give flow. Furnace lined with refractory 
bricks. One blast furnace turns out 200-220 tons of pig iron in 
one tapping. Molten metal collected in a ladle and kept in storage 
tank in hot, liquid form. Control room with diagram of blast 
furnace and with electric lights showing movement of material. 

‘Open Hearth Furnace i Pig iron converted into steel. Chamber 
capacity of 250-500 tons. Process takes eight hours. Signs: "Care 
Costs Nothing but Saves Rupees", and "More Tanks, More 
Trucks, More Trains, More Ships, More of Them Come Out If 
More Ingots Go Out". 

‘Rolling Mills i Rail merchant, billet, blooming mills. Wide 
central area, galleries crossing. Pulpit No. 3 - a control room 
about eight feet from the ground, glass-enclosed, Sigh; “We 
Welcome Everyone Except Mr and Mrs Accident”. 

‘Workers! New-found dignity in labour in evidence every¬ 
where. Am reminded of some other remarks by Nehru from the 
speech inaugurating the Rail and Structural Mill 1 “A kind of 
atmosphere had developed in our country during the British 
regime, and many people used to feel that hands and feet must 
not be moved, only tongue should be used or pen should be used 
and [everyone] sit separately like a big babu, These times have 
changed or should change, Your project has many big and ex¬ 
perienced engineers. If the big engineers only sit in the offices 
and act like babus, then they are not working properly, because 
I feel that every man’s head and hands should move together.’’ 
A worker recites for me this pledge, taken at Nehru’s death: 
“We, the workers of the Bhilai steel plant, have lost in our be¬ 
loved Prime Minister, late Shri Jawaharlal Nehru, the founding 
father of this plant, who took a keen interest in its affairs and 
paid several personal visits to it. He was a great statesman, a 
unique Indian leader of this century, and indeed a man in the 
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traditions of peace and amity set up since Asoka. We pledge 
today to assume greater responsibility than before and work 
harder than hitherto, so that we may fulfil his dreams of econ- ^ 

omically self-sufficient India. We will consider no sacrifice great j 

enough to achieve it. We will also follow in his footsteps in i 

binding our people together in secular bonds rather than in 
dividing them, and shall not let smallness of minds crowd out | 
our bigger responsibilities to the country." ’ j 

At the foot of the road leading to the plant, there is a tall • 

obelisk commemorating the friendship of the Soviet and Indian ; 

peoples. To the right is the Bhilai Technical Institute, where ; 

about eleven thousand Indian trainees are enrolled, and to the | 

left and across the way is Ispat Bhavan (‘house of steel’). This is j 

the administration building, where I go one morning to pay my | 

respects to Indarjit Singh, a civil servant who joined Hindustan j 

Steel as its finance director in 1961 and came to the Bhilai steel i 

plant as its general manager in 1963. His office is on the second | 

floor. It is large and, unlike most Indian offices, extremely neat | 

and comfortable. Such papers as are about are stacked in even | 
piles on shelves behind Singh’s desk, the top of which is clear; | 

a score of chairs are arranged around the room; there is a paint- j 

ing of the plant and a big photograph of the President of India; 
the walls are panelled with teak; the blinds are drawn against the f 
glare of the hot sun outside; and three powerful air-conditioners \ 
are blowing cool air. Singh is a tall, stout Sikh in his early fifties, j 
He is dressed in a well-cut suit, a crisp, clean shirt, and a crisp, 
clean turban, and has a self-possessed manner. 

I ask Singh how the expansion of the plant is going. 

‘We hope to reach our goal of two and a half million tons of 
steel per year within the next few months,’ he says, and he goes 
on to tell me that the plant reached its expected capacity of one 
million tons of steel per year during the Second Five-Year Plan, | 
and its expected capacity of a million eight hundred thousand 1 
tons during the Third Five-Year Plan, ‘We used to produce a 
million tons of steel by working in three eight-hour shifts. When 
we start producing two and a half million tons, we will have to 
produce in one shift almost as much as we were first producing ; 
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in a twenty-four-hour day. For this, we are increasing the number 
of workers on each shift and training more people for managerial 
jobs. It’s like adding to a family, and wc have the same kind of 
organizational problems that an American housewife has.’ 

I ask him if the Bhilai steel plant presents any unusual diffi¬ 
culties. 

‘About sixty per cent of our products are sold to the govern¬ 
ment,’ he says. ‘Our table of prices was fixed years ago by the 
Tariff Commission; they were protective prices and were fixed 
low, so that we could export steel and compete in foreign markets 
and earn badly needed foreign exchange. But our wages are 
always rising. Like an American housewife, we must absorb all 
increases in cost within our strict budget.’ 

In a manner that swings continually between the formal and 
the informal, Singh talks some more about his budgetary prob¬ 
lems. He boasts that the plant has the largest blast furnace in 
Asia, and that Bhilai will have an ultimate capacity two and a 
half times that of Durgapur or Rourkcla, and he guardedly men¬ 
tions a current recession, which has led to a slackening in the 
demand for steel and a cut-back in the steel production at Bhilai, 
in spite of the fact that foreign markets for steel have been found 
in Burma, Japan, and even England. ‘I have to confess that the 
plant faces one of its most frustrating periods,’ he says. 

One of the criticisms often made of enterprises in the public 
sector is that they foster inefficient management. Indeed, an 
American economist at the Rand Corporation, William A. John¬ 
son, in his book The Steel Industry of India, specifically levels 
this charge at the new Indian plants. ‘The notions that a dis¬ 
tinguished career as a civil servant qualifies a person to administer 
any organization and that, in any event, administrative talents 
necessary for managing a steel mill can be developed on the job 
appear to be widespread,’ he writes, ‘Both beliefs are mistaken. 
The successful management of a steel mill demands specialized 
skills derived from long experience in the industry and an ad¬ 
ministrative organization appropriate to the industry.’ Certainly 
one Indian in Bhilai who does measure up to Johnson’s criterion 
is a fifty-five-year-old engineer named Purtej Singh, (Singh is a 
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common name in Indiai) He was a member of the original enpm ^ 

eering teamj and therefore has the status of a founding father of • 

Bhilai, where he has been, successively, enginwr-in-charge of the i 
waterworks, chief civil engineer, chief engineer, and general 
superintendent *• the position he now holds. Unlike most Indians 
who were not trained in the Soviet Union (Pui tej Singh qualified 
as a sanitary engineer at Harvard), he is fiuent in Russian, having ; 
learned it in Bhilai, and, unlike most todians here, he is genu- ^ 
inely at ease both with Rus.sians and with Indians. In fact, when ' 
I meet him, in his office at Ispat Bhavan, after talking with : 
Indarjit Singh, it seems to me that he even has the proverbial un- 
fas.sy, workmanlike Russian manner. He is big and burly, with 
grey hair and glasses, and he is dressed in a white bush shirt and ; 
white cotton trousers. I 

As a first question, I ask him how Russians and Indians get on j 
together in Bhilai. 

‘In India, there has always been a barrier between Indians and | 

Westerners, and there is undoubtedly a similar barrier in Bhilai ; 

between Indians and Russians,’ he says. ‘In certain economic , 

respects, Russians in Bhilai arc much better off than Ind ians hold- i 

ing the same positions; the Russians are here with better con- | 

tracts, and they can afford to live better. Also, some Indians still i 

resent being helped by foreigners. I don’t think that is a very | 

enlightened approach, though, because what alternative is there? i 

To sink crores of rupees in a plant and then learn by mistakes? j 

Generally speaking, I should say that the Soviet Union has given | 

us aid on better terms than some other countries have even I 

offered. America, for instance, wouldn’t build the plant in | 

Bokaro for us because she did not wish to build a plant to help i 

develop a Socialist state.’ | 

I ask him how he thinks the plants at Durgapur and Rourkela | 
compare with Bhilai, | 

‘Since the final product in the three plants is different, the 
equipment in the three plants is very different and can't really be 
compared) but one thing that is generally accepted about Bhilai is 
that this is the best-designed plant,’ he says, ‘The one disad¬ 
vantage here is that we have to transport our coal four hundred 
and fifty miles, from Bihar. The coal in Madhya Pradesh turned 
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out to he so bad that we can’t use it even as a blend. But then the 
iron ore here is of very good quality, and it is difficult to find a 
place that has both iron and coal - one or the other usually has to 
be brought to any steel plant.’ 

I mention my re,searches into the early days of the plant. 

‘Even two or three years after the foundation of the plant was 
laid, hunters were still shooting sand grouse and duck here,’ he 
says. ‘At that time, there were very few of us who knew engin¬ 
eering, and we did a little of everything, What do you think of 
our new Bhilai?’ 

I tell him of my impressions from the drive. 

‘Yes, the pre.sent town is too spread out,’ he says. ‘It would 
have been better to build all the houses close together, and multi- 
storied- more on the vertical principle than on the horizontal one 
- and to mix all classes of people in every sector. Then Bhilai 
would have been more of a community; then you wouldn’t have 
had the class distinctions based on the distance one lives from the 
plant. If some of us had had the knowledge and experience we 
have now, we would have planned the town differently.’ 

Purtej Singh’s counterpart, the Russian general superinten¬ 
dent, B. N. Zherebin, has returned to the Soviet Union for a 
gall-bladder operation, but the acting general superintendent, 
I. P. Zhatenko, is in a near-by office in Ispat Bhavan, and after 
talking with Purtej Singh I call on him to find out how things 
look from the Russian side of the barrier. Zhatenko, who is one 
of four hundred Russians living in Bhilai at present, turns out to 
be a handsome man in his late fifties with clear-cut features, alert 
blue eyes, and absolutely white hair. He is trimly dressed in a 
dark-green bush shirt and white trousers. In the office with him 
is a pleasant Russian girl whose hair is unevenly dyed with 
henna. She introduces herself as Lena and then adeptly sets about 
her job, which is interpreting. 

‘Conditions here must seem to you very different from those in 
Russia,’ I say to Zhatenko. 

‘Do not say “Russia”,’ Zhatenko admonishes me, through 
Lena. ‘It reminds me of pre-Revolutionary times. We now have 
the Soviet Union. As for the point you rai.se, I cannot make 
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general comparisons between India and the Soviet Union, You 
might say that it is very hot for us in Bhilai, but then in the 
Soviet Union we have all types of climates - in Central Asia, there 
are even some corners as hot as here. There is nothing peculiar 
about this place.’ 

‘What area of the Soviet Union do you come from?’ I ask. 

‘I come to Bhilai from Novokuznetsk,’ he says. 

‘Is that the Novokuznetsk in Siberia?’ I ask. 

‘Do not say “Siberia", because it reminds me of pre-Revolu- 
tionary times,’ he says. ‘Now there are simply the western, 
eastern, northern, and southern areas of the Soviet Union.’ 

‘Had you always lived in Novokuznetsk?’ I ask. 

‘No, I was born near Dnepropetrovsk and stayed there until 
1931,’ he says. ‘Then I moved to Novokuznetsk, and stayed | 
there for thirty-five years, I was connected with the Novokuz- ! 
netsk metallurgical plant. I started as a simple worker. Then I I 
was foreman, shop superintendent, and so on - from the back 
benches to the front seat. When I left Novokuznetsk, I was 
assistant to the general superintendent, and I am assistant to Ae 
general superintendent here. I came here, according to Indian 
seasons, in the middle of spring. According to our seasons, it 
was the middle of winter. When I flew from Novokuznetsk, 
the temperature was forty degrees below zero Centigrade, In 
Bombay, where I landed, it was forty degrees above zero Centi¬ 
grade, That was just three months ago.’ 

‘How long do you expect to stay here?’ I ask. 

‘No particular length of time,’ he says. ‘If I get used to the 
Indian heat, I will be here for some years, maybe. I cannot say 
exactly how long.’ 

‘On the whole, do you like being here?’ I ask. 

‘I have left behind in the Soviet Union two children and two 
grandchildren,’ he says, ‘It is not against the rules for Soviet 
citizens to bring families, but the health of my wife is not very 
good, so she cannot leave the Soviet Union. But I like it here. 

We have plenty to occupy ourselves when we arc not working. 

We read; we study English. If we have free time, we go to the 
cinema and see Indian, Russian, or English-language films. We 
go to the swimming tank at the Bhilai Club. On the occasion of 


the tenth anniversary of our economic collaboration here, we 
started an Indo-Soviet Cultural Forum, which gives us an oppor¬ 
tunity for social intercourse, for knowing each other better and 
understanding each other better. So, you know, we have some 
friendly connections with Indians, and some Indians even know 
Russian - especially those who have spent two or three years 
training in the Soviet Union.’ 

‘Still, you must miss lots of things,’ I say. 

‘Not vodka r he says, with a smile. ‘Do not think that all 
Soviet citizens are drunkards. Do not think that, because, accord¬ 
ing to statistics, the consumption of vodka in the Soviet Union is 
not as high as in some other parts of the world. ’ 

I ask him what types of problems the Russians have faced in 
running the plant in Bhilai. 

‘In the light of production, there can be no problems,’ he re¬ 
plies, and, without clarifying, he goes on, ‘The only problem 
we have is the lack of qualification of the Indian workers. The 
engineers and technicians are O.K. to work with, but their ex¬ 
perience and skill arc much less than those of the Soviet experts. 
The Soviet experts’ aim here is to train more Indian experts 
and then to give them our experience. We inspect their per¬ 
formance in the plant every week, and, in the case of some units, 
every day. Indian workers can be as good as any workers. Given 
opportunity, everyone will work. It is only through historical 
conditions that one nation is more backward than another.’ 

As I get up to leave, Zhatenko invites me to a tea party at the 
Indo-Soviet Cultural Forum that afternoon and also to a Rus¬ 
sian celebration the next day, which is the eve of May Day. 

I thank him and accept both invitations. 

About a furlong from Ispat Bhavan is the Expansion Build¬ 
ing, a low-slung structure that houses the offices of some of the 
important Soviet experts, among them E. P, Gora, who, as the 
chief representative of Tiazpromexport - the state exporting 
agency - oversees all equipment coming into Bhilai. When I 
walk over that morning to meet him, by appointment, I discover 
that he has a group of compatriots with him. They are seated 
around a table, with Gora at the head, and they rise, one by 
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one, as he introduces them to me. 'Comrade Andreshenko, Com¬ 
rade Roek, Comrade Vologinan, and Comrade Gormash,’ he 
says. I shake hands all around, and learn that Gormash is an 
interpreter, Roek and Vologinan are supply experts, and Andre- 
.shenko is a construction expert. Like Zhatenko, Gora and An¬ 
dreshenko have blue eyes and pure-white hair, and they would 
stand out anywhere, but Roek and Vologinan might be figures 
in a Russian crowd. All the men except Gormash are wearing 
white bush shirts; he is wearing a bright plaid shirt. He is 
young, and has a crew cut and a nice .smile. 

When we are seated at the table, Gora invites me to addres,s 
questions to him, and I ask how long he has been at the Bhilai 
steel plant. 

‘Since eight o’clock this morning,’ he says, with a big smile, 
and he adds, ‘Every day, I come from Bhilai House to the plant.’ 

I remark lightly that his answer seems more philosophical 
than factual. 

‘Ah, but philosophers do not build steel plants, and we have 
built a first-rate steel plant here,’ he says. He leans back in his 
chair, lights a cigarette, and puffs at it energetically. His ges¬ 
tures, however ordinary, have a natural elegance and verve. ‘I 
first came to Bhilai in 1955, when we made decisions about the 
early stages of the project,’ he goes on. ‘Altogether I have spent 
about five years in Bhilai, and I’ve been here continuou.sly for 
the last three years, overseeing the expansion. By now, I’m a real 
Indian.’ 

Gora is soon on the subject of the weather. ‘Every day hot! 
In the Soviet Union, it is different. There is a real winter, with 
skiing, ice skating, and sledding. There is a real spring, with 
nature awakening. And you cannot describe fiiihing in the 
autumn in the Soviet Union, it is so beautiful. The water is 
like a mirror, the leaves are all different colours, and you sit and 
fish, The last autumn I was in the Soviet Union, I caught a fi.sh 
that was one and six tenths metres long and weighed sixteen 
kilos, and then I swam across the Dnieper River. Now I wish 
to catch some crocodiles. But here every day is hot.’ 

Andreshenko, who is sitting at Gora’s elbow, whispers .some¬ 
thing to him. 
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‘Du, da' Gora says, and then he says to me, ‘In Bhilai, we 
have very good air-conditioners that are helping us to stay cool 
and happy.’ 

Entering into the spirit of things, I say that air-conditioning 
can hardly make a Soviet autumn. 

‘Yes, everyone is missing his motherland,’ he says, ‘But you 
have in India cabbage, potatoes, tomatoes, onions, garlic, meat 
- we have in the Soviet Union cabbage, potatoes, tomatoes, 
onions, garlic, meat. Everything is the .same. We can cook good 
Russian dishes here. My wife and daughter are here ~ both of 
them can cook - but for Soviet experts who do not have families 
we also have the Bhilai Hou,sc canteen.’ 

I ask Gora whether he has been to Durgapur or Rourkela. 

‘No, I haven’t been to tho.se plants, but Bhilai and Bokaro are 
the two most important of the forty technical projects in India to 
which the Soviet Union is rendering assistance, so we are giving 
our two steel plants the greatest attention. You know, the metal¬ 
lurgical industry here is still in its infancy, .so expansion Is very 
important. With a minimum investment, we can expand the , 
Bhilai plant to produce three or three and a half million tons, 
The Bokaro steel plant will be even bigger than Bhilai, I am 
proud that I helped design the Bhilai steel plant.’ The men 
around the table become more attentive. Gora quickly adds, 
‘Hundreds of Soviet expert.s participated in the project. It would 
not be correct to a.scribe any .special part to me. I was just in 
charge of the rolling mills, where we roll the steel and then cut 
it to definite dimensions. It is like women making macaroni - 
but our “macaroni” is u,sed for rails. So, you see, I am only a 
macaronist, nothing more.’ 

I remark that tran.splanting the latest equipment made in the 
Soviet Union to a remote Indian village must have been no ea.sy 
task. 

‘Cows,’ he says. ‘They presented the only difficulty. We did 
not take into account the cows. The roads in India are full of 
cows, and nobody moves the cows away, There are a lot of cows 
here. In the beginning, there was nothing in Bhilai but cows, 
cow.s, COW.S. I had never seen .so many cows in my life. Even 
when wc had built the plant, we couldn’t operate it properly. 
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because of the cows. I took up the matter of shooing away the 
cows with the general manager, and he agreed that the cows 
had to be moved from the territory of the plant and kept out. We 
agreed that cows would be allowed to enter the territory of the 
plant only with a special-admittance pass. But even now, after 
the monsoon, when it gets a little cold, all the cows in India 
somehow arrive at the blast furnaces in Bhilai to keep warm,’ 

The Bhilai House canteen, where Gora has invited me to lunch 
with him later that day, consists of four small, stark, numbered 
rooms with three or four small tables to a room. At each place at 
each table are a single fork and a single spoon, a chunk of bread, 
and the daily menu, written in Russian on a little slip of white 
paper. I am soon seated at a table with Gora arid Gormash, and 
we are joined by P. M. Savchenko, the Soviet chief engineer, 
who is a dark-haired man with the muscular build of a Russian 
workman, 

‘You can start with cither oI{rosh\a or sup s }(lyois\umi,' Gora 
says to me, reading off the menu. ‘Then you can have varml[i 
mro^om, and then either mymjies lu\om or bej 
Strogmov.’ 

I ask him to choose for me, and he gives everybody’s order to 
a large, good-natured-looking Russian woman, whom he intro¬ 
duces as ‘the housekeeper, cook, and waitress’ of the canteen, I 
discover that Savchenko speaks very good English, and I ask 
him where he learned it. 

‘I did not know English when I came here, but I learned it by 
talking with interpreters,’ he says. 

Gormash repeats Savchenko’s remark in Russian to Gora, who 
listens carefully and then volunteers the information ‘Many 
Indians speak good Russian after they have visited the Soviet 
Union for their training. ’ 

‘Do you like Bhilai?’ I ask Savchenko. 

‘Yes, very much,’he .says, 

Gormash repeats this to Gora, who listens carefully, as before, 
and observes, ‘We hope that in time all India will become one 
great big Bhilai. That is not impossible.’ 

It appears that protocol demands that at the canteen as well as 
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at the Expansion Building I converse only with Gora, and I give 
him my attention. 

‘Forty years ago, Czarist Russia was as poor as India,’ he says, 
‘With our social system, in a very short time we in the Soviet 
Union have reached the industrial level of the United States,’ 

‘But couldn t the Soviet Union have perhaps done just as well 
widuny reasonably stable social system?’ I ask. ‘Anyway, didn’t 
Russia have a much smaller population and greater resources 
forty years ago than India has today?’ 

‘But India is a country rich in resources, too,’ Gora says, ‘How 
long it will take India to become one great big Bhilai I cannot 
tell you, because we have no experience with the kind of social 
system that India is using.’ To illustrate the benefits conferred 
by the Soviet social system, Gora tells me his own story - that 
although his father died when Gora was fourteen, leaving his 
mother and a family of eight children very poor, still, thanks to 
the Soviet system, the entire family (except for one brother, who 
died in World War II) are now well placed, many of them as 
doctors and engineers. ‘When India is industrialized, such things 
will be possible here, too,’ he says. 

As Gora talks, the waitress serves us one course after another - 
soup, bif Stroguiwv, watermelon, cake with ice cream, coffee ~ 
but without ever removing any of the used crockery, which is 
just pushed aside or piled up on the table without much cere¬ 
mony. No one seems to mind. When we leave, the tabletop has 
the look of a kitchen sink. 

Udayen Sen, who is in charge of the Wire Rod Mill, now in 
the process of being built as part of the plant’s expansion, is one 
of thousands of young Indians who have been trained for the 
Bhilai project in the Soviet Union and one of scores of Indians 
who have returned with Russian wives. I was introduced to him 
during my tour of the plant, and he has invited me to visit his 
home and meet his wife. I go there from my lunch at the canteen 
with Gora. When I arrive, they arc in the living room of their 
hou.se, which is medium-sized and is situated some distance from 
the plant. Mrs Sen - or Larissa, as .she soon asks me to call her ~ 
is a shy-looking girl with dark bobbed hair ending in a neat kiss 
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curl ofi each of 'her round cheeks. She has on sandals and a short 
summer drcs.s. In a sari, she could almost pass for an Indian, 
especially by the side of Udaycn, who is a tall, quiet Bengali. 
Over coffee, I asked them how they met and if they encountered 
any obstacles in getting married. 

‘For my training, I went to the steel plant at Zhdanov, a steel 
town,* Udayen says. 'It is on the coast of the Sea of Azov, in the 
southern Ukraine. Larissa was a worker at the plant, and we 
met there.’ 

‘We fell in love right away,’ she say.s speaking Engli,sh with 
an Indian accent. 'There were no restrictions on our marriage. 
We applied through the normal channels for permission to get 
married. After a week, the registration officer .summoned u.s, and 
we got married. There was no trouble.’ 

I ask Larissa how .she likes living in India. 

‘I first came to Calcutta, to Udayen’s family, and I found 
everything very different,’ Laris.sa .says. ‘My mothcr-in-iaw was 
so Hindu in her habits. But I had the will to adjust. I had learned 
to respect my fatherdn-Iaw from letters he wrote to me in 
Zhdanov, but he died two weeks after I reached Calcutta, .so I 
was not able to get to know him.’ 

‘Larissa has been home to the Soviet Union twice,’ Udayen 
says. ‘Her parents are there, We are now trying to get permission 
for her mother to visit us here this winter.’ 

‘My mother will find things very different here,’ Lari.s.sa says. 
‘Wlren I first came to India, I felt I had travelled back centuries. 
But, of cour.se, you do not feci the backwardness in Bhilai so 
much - it’s a modern steel town.’ 

‘Zhdanov was a small steel town, but it had a really urban 
atmosphere,* Udayen says. ‘One other thing that struck me about 
Zhdanov was that the size of the family, not the size of the 
salary, was the main consideration in allotting accommodations, 
Then, in Russian steel towns, of all sizes, there i,s an excellent 
public-transport system - everywhere there are buses, trams, 
taxis, But in Bhilai there are fairly long distances to be covered 
within the town, only higher-ups can afford to have cars, and it 
wasn’t until recently that we had any public tran.sport at all’ . 

I ask the Sens about their friends in Bhilai. 
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'Wc ,scc as many Ru.ssians as Indians,* Udayen say.s, 'The Rus¬ 
sians hci’c are no different from tho.se I knew in the Soviet 
Union.’ 

Before going on to the tea party of the Indo-Sovict Cultural 
Forum to which Zhatenko invited me, I .stop at the Bhilai Club, 
which has both Indian and Russian members. The cIubhou.se, a 
low, rambling structure with a card room, a billiard room, and a 
ping-pong room, appears to t)c deserted, though a large old radio 
is blaring Indian film music between explo.sions of static. Eventu¬ 
ally, as I wander through the club, I hear other sounds. Following 
them outdoor.s, I arrive at an L-.shapcd swimming tank, where, 
under the broiling sun, Indian and Russian bather.s, mostly 
women, arc gathered. The Indian women are small and delicate, 
wear one-piccc bathing suits with high necks, and are sitting by 
the edge of the pool knitting and talking. The Russian women 
are large and chunky, wear bikinis, and are thrashing about in 
the water, 

Later, in the near-by Maitri Bagh (Hindi for ‘friendship gar¬ 
den’) - or, rather, in its Oval, which is a sunken gras.sy plot in 
the middle of the garden -1 find many of the women bathers and 
many of the officens and engineers I have met at Bhilai. The 
Indian women, who wear their hair drawn back in thick chi¬ 
gnons at the nape, are arrayed in rich, spangled saris, with long, 
jingling earrings and armloads of bangles, and the Russian 
women, who wear their hair short, are dres.sed in blou.ses and 
longi.sh full skirts of shiny materials and bright colours and thick 
with frills, buttons, and bows, All the women are strolling about 
with their friends and their htisbands, who, whether Indian or 
Russian, wear the u,sual bu.sh shirts and trousers, while a band 
made up of a trumpet, a cornet, a clarinet, a tenor saxophone, an 
alto saxophone, a euphonium, and a bass drum plays a number 
called ‘Garden in India’. As I enter, a couple of attractive Indian 
ladies greet me warmly. They are the organizers and co-hostcsscs 
of the party - Mrs G. D. Singh, .secretary of the Forum, and 
Mrs S. S. Gill, its chairman. ‘How do you like our band?' Mrs 
Singh asks me, over the music. ‘It’s the Bhilai Security Force 
Band.’ 
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'This is the first tea party we have been able to arrange all year,’ 
Mrs Gill says. 'Unfortunately, we’ve had only two weeks to plan 
the programme. And many Russians had to go to some local 
meeting to prepare for May Day, so the attendance on the Russian 
side is not as good as it might be.’ 

'The Russians are very keen to learn how to cook a curry,’ Mrs 
Singh says. ‘Also how to tie a sari and how to speak Hindi. They 
arc very keen to play us Russian music and to hear some of our 
music.’ 

The band switches to ‘Happy Go Lucky’, and, under the 
cajoling of Mrs Gill and Mrs Singh, all the Indian and Russian 
men move to one side of the Oval, all the women move to the 
other, and the two groups form two lines facing one another; in 
each line Indians and Russians arc mixed. Mrs Gill, with an 
orange in her hand, stations herself at one end of the men’s line, 
beside an elderly Sikh with a long, scraggly beard, and Mrs 
Singh, with another orange in her hand, stations herself at one 
end of the women’s line, beside a large-eyed young girl in a green 
sari. Explaining that everyone is to play Pass the Orange, Mrs 
Gill calls out ‘Rea-dy... stea-dy... go!’ and starts the game off 
by placing her orange under the Sikh’s chin, while, on the 
women’s side, Mrs Singh simultaneously installs her orange 
under the chin of her charge. With much cheering from both 
Mrs Gill and Mrs Singh (‘Come on! No hands, please! Hurry 
up!’), and some nervous laughter from the contestants, the 
Sikh manfully sets about the difficult task of disengaging the 
orange from under his chin and fitting it under the chin of his 
neighbour, who is a Russian. A similar struggle is under way in 
the women’s line, where the first two players are Indian; this 
creates an added complication, because both contestants have 
trouble keeping their shoulders covered with the ends of their 
saris, The object of the game is to see which side finishes passing 
the orange first, and though the progress of the oranges is 
slow, the main thing, as Mrs Gill and Mrs Singh say repeatedly, 
is that the oranges are moving down the lines. The men’s side 
wins. 

No sooner is Pass the Orange over than a rubber doll - a 
likeness of an Indian woman dressed in yellow and gold - 


materializes in Mrs Gill’s hand. The band strikes up ‘Over the 
Waves’, and Mrs Singh rushes about the Oval joining the lines 
to make a circle. Now the band subsides to let Mrs Gill speak, 
‘The game we will now play is Pass the Parcel, and it has real 
punishments. Whoever is caught holding the doll when the music 
stops will have to take the punishment,’ she says. There are 
pained cries from the guests, but as the band swells again the doll 
starts on her quick, bumpy course around the circle, passing from 
hand to hand. The music stops. A dishevelled, athletic-looking 
Russian woman is holding the doll. Mrs Gill asks her to come to 
the centre of the circle. The Russian woman comes forward with 
little giggles. Mrs Gill lays a finger sandwich wrapped in waxed 
paper on the grass, and, following her instructions, the Russian 
woman kneels down, picks up the package with her teeth, un¬ 
wraps it after a struggle, and somehow manages to eat the sand¬ 
wich, all without once using her hands. Everyone applauds, and 
the band strikes up ‘Teri Pyari, Pyari Surat’ (‘Your Lovely, 
Lovely Face’). With giggles, shouts, and blushes, the game con¬ 
tinues, and such additional punishments are imposed as Walk 
Around the Circle Backwards with a Partner (a Russian woman 
chooses her husband and they do a retrograde turn around the 
circle as the band plays ‘Russian Waltz’), Bow to the Prettiest and 
Smile at the Wittiest (an Indian man bows to and smiles at his 
wife as the band plays ‘Ay Dimiya Wallo,’ or ‘0 People of the 
World’), Act Like a Hollywood Actor (an Indian man sings in a 
rasping voice, ‘Thumbelina, Thumbelina, tiny little thing ,.,’), 
Give an Interesting Incident to Make Someone Laugh, Hop 
Around on Three Legs, and Fight with Your Husband in 
Russian. 

Other games follow. In one, every man is matched with a 
partner who is not his wife and is made to remove one of her 
shoes, toss the shoe into a pile with the other shoes, scramble for 
the shoe, and fit it back on his partner’s foot. 

Later on, the guests surround a table that has been set with 
pots of tea, bottles of soft drinks, plates of sandwiches and bis¬ 
cuits, and bowls of ice cream. 

The tea party concludes with Mrs Gill standing in the centre of 
the Oval and dispensing a number of gaily wrapped packages. 
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‘Mts Vera I... Mr Gormash P she calls out. 'Mrs Bhatia I.., Mr 
VoIoginanP She stops suddenly. 'Oh dear. We’ve run out of 
pize.s. I told you everything was organized in too much of a 
hurry. Never mind. All of you have been very good sports. 

It is the eve of May Day. The heads of the group of Soviet 
experts have asked all the Russian and Indian administrators, 
engineers, and designers in Bhilai to the grounds of Bhilai House 
to join in the festivities, which, according to the invitation, are to 
consist of speeches, a Russian variety show, refrcshmcnt.s and 
dancing. I am sitting beside Andreshenko, facing a platform, 
and with us in the audience is practically everyone I have met in 
Bhilai, each person wearing a red rosette, which wa,s pre.scnted 
and fastened on by a couple of Ru.ssian ladies stationed at the 
entrance, Gora is on the stage; he is the finst speaker. 

‘Dear Comrades, esteemed Indian guests, permit me on behalf 
of the chiefs of our team to welcome you and to congratulate you 
on the coming May Day - the day of international solidarity of 
the working people,’ Gora begins, in Russian, speaking in a 
clear, pwerful voice, which Is amplified by loudspeakers. Gor- 
ma.sh interprets. ‘May Day is a manifestation of militant forces of 
workers of all the countries marching under the .slogan of 
struggle against imperialism, for peace, democracy, national in¬ 
dependence, Socialism, and Communism. As far back as 1922, 
V. I. Lenin wrote, “The tomorrow in the history of the world 
will be preci.sely the day when the peoples oppressed by imperial¬ 
ism will be completely roused from their sleep.’’ Now we are 
witnesses of how the.se prophetic words of our great leader and 
teacher are becoming real. People from many countrie.s, having 
unyoked themselves from foreign enslavement, are taking their 
place among free and independent countries.’ He talks-enliven¬ 
ing his delivery with forceful gestures and dramatic mt^ulations 
of voice - as if he were in the Soviet Union, addressing Party 
members. The Indian guests listen with polite attention. 'The 
celebration of May Day in our country this year,’ he goes on, is 
in,separably linked with the Twenty-third Congress of the Com¬ 
munist Party of the Soviet Union. An important result of the 
Congress is that it has determined the foreign-policy line of our 


Party and the State, aimed at creating the mo.st favourable con¬ 
ditions for building up Communism, strengthening the .socialist 
sy.stem, and giving all-out support to the .struggle of the peoples 
for national and social liberation, for the consolidation of peace, 
for the assertion of Leninist principles of peaceful coexistence of 
states with different .social sy,stems. The Twenty-third Congress 
has demonstrated once more the monolithic unity of the Party - 
the unity which has made true a brilliant prediction by Lenin, 
who wrote in 1918, in the article "The Main Task of Our Day”, 
that “this is exactly what the Ru,s.sian Soviet Socialist Republic 
needs; to stop being wretched and helpless, to become irrever¬ 
sibly powerful and abundant”. The Party Congrc,ss has coincided 
with the completion of the Seven-Year Plan, which turned out to 
be a paramount stage in the struggle for creating the material 
and technical basis of Communi,sm. During the past Seven-Year 
Plan, the volume of industrial production increa,sed by eighty- 
four per cent, capital construction by forty-nine per Cent, and 
freight turnover for all kinds of transport facilitie.s by seventy- 
two per cent, The gross national income increa.scd by fifty-three 
per cent. The fixed capital of the people’s economy incrca.sed 
nineteen times.’ Gora pau.ses over each statistic as if it had a 
bearing on the growth of India. ‘Our Party has gained many 
outstanding achievements, especially in the exploration of outer 
space. Still greater aims have been set forth in the present Five- 
Year Plan. The volume of the total social product will increa.se 
1-4 times, capital production funds more than 1-5 times, national 
income by thirty-eight to forty-one per cent, real income of the 
working people 1*3 times. In the report delivered at the Congress 
by Comrade A. N. Kosygin, the prospects for metallurgy were 
outlined as well.’ He turns to the subject of steel with the evident 
pleasure of a speaker who has enjoyed keeping his audience in 
suspense. ‘The con,struction of still more mighty units is being 
envisaged. In 1970, over one-fifth of all the steel will be produced 
by means of the oxygen-converter method. By the end of the 
Five-Year Plan, sixty million tons of hot metal and ninety million 
tons of steel will be produced with oxygen lancing. While 
strengthening the power of their motherland, the Soviet people 
have been honourably di.scharging their international commit 
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ments to the working class of other countries, and first of all to 
those of Socialist countries.’ 

Gora seems now about to touch on the fortunes of India and 
Bhilai, but instead, in something of a non sequitur, he declares, 
‘Our government firmly states that the further unfolding of the 
shameful war against the Vietnamese people will meet with 
mounting support to Vietnam on the part of the Soviet people, 
despite the deterioration of our relations with the U.S.A, on this 
account. The Soviet Union will also not agree to West German 
militarists’ obtaining nuclear weapons. As Comrade L. I. Brezh¬ 
nev put it in his speech at the Twenty-third Congress of the 
Communist Party, nearly six hundred industrial, agricultural, 
and other projects, and over one hundred educational and medical 
institutions, as well as research centres, have been or are being 
built in countries of Asia and Africa with Soviet assistance. This 
economic co-operation of the Soviet Union with young national 
states aims at creating important branches of national industry, 
strengthening their position in the world, and training their tech¬ 
nical and scientific cadres. You and we, being in the forefront of 
this co-operation, may record with satisfaction that our joint work 
with our friends, Indian steelmakers, reached achievements of 
no small importance.’ 

At last, Gora mentions Bhilai, this time availing himself of the 
words of a well-known Indian Communist; ‘The Bhilai steel 
plant, as Shri Shripad Amrith Dange, Chairman of the Com¬ 
munist Party of India, said in his speech at the Twenty-third 
Congress of the Communist Party, has become known to the 
whole of India as a symbol of Indo-Sovict friendship. Now we 
are to set for ourselves a new joint task, to make ig6y the year of 
mastering 2.5 million tons of steel. Dear friends, all the achieve¬ 
ments of the Soviet Union and the fact that it can help its friends 
to develop their economies have become possible only owing to 
the victory of the Socialist system.’ 

Gora closes by looking ahead to other occasions for celebra¬ 
tion : ‘Next year, our motherland will mark the great date - the 
fiftieth anniversary of the Great October Socialist Revolution. In 
1970, we shall celebrate the one-hundredth birthday anniversary 
of Lenin. May we on the occasion of these important dates wish 


still a greater success to our motherland I Long live the great 
Soviet people - builders of a new radiant future 1 Thank you.’ 

Gora finishes to moderate applause, and now Indarjit Singh 
takes the stage. Speaking in Russian, with frequent recourse to 
Hindi and Engliiih words, and sounding a bit like a language 
student going for his first oral examination, he gives a rhetorical 
salute to May Day and the Soviet Union, Purtej Singh, who 
follows Indaijit Singh, and concludes the first part of the pro¬ 
gramme, offers his thanks and felicitations in extremely polished 
Russian. 

The variety show begins. A troupe of Russian children ranging 
in age from six to eleven and dressed in summer clothes crumpled 
by the heat file onto the stage. They are led by a lady with 
platinum-blond hair who is decked out in very high heels and a 
green satin dress glinting with metallic threads. As she conducts, 
the children sing, in bell-like voices, a Russian folk tune called 
‘Young Nature Lovers’, and then they sally into a new Russian 
song, which goes: 

'We all want to reach the moon. 

We've been there. 

But only in our dreams.’ 

The younger members of the troupe file off and take their scats 
in the audience, and the older children, at a sign from the con¬ 
ductor, sing out in English, almost at a shout: 

'Dushmg through the snow 

In a one-horse open r/e/g,^...’ 

Next, another troupe, now of adults, comes onto the stage. 
They arc led by a lady with a flushed face who continually dabs 
at her forehead as she explains, in precise, formal Hindi, that the 
words of the number they are going to sing were written by a 
Russian^ engineer at the plant. The group sings, in chorus, 
'Bhilai steel plant is famous for its steel, but this is not the only 
thing the plant is famous for. It is famous for the friendship 
between the Indian people and the Soviet people,’ For some 
reason, the words have been set to the tunc of ‘It’s a Long, Long 
Way to Tipperary’. 
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The Richest Mm in India 
\ 

During the Rajj the mofrt important princely state in India was 
Hyderabad, which lay just south of the Central Provinces and 
was as large as England and Scotland put together. It was gov¬ 
erned by a Muslim ruler, who not only held absolute power but 
was reputed to be the richest man in India, and who bore the 
hereditary title of Nizam - derived from the Arabic word for 
‘order’ or ‘administration’. The Nizam presiding at the time of 
Independence was the seventh in the line of succession (the dy¬ 
nasty dated from the time of Asaf lah, a Turkoman soldier who 
was sent to the area in 1713 by the Mogul Emperor Aurangzeb^ 
and he was formally addressed as the Lieutenant-General His 
Exalted Highness Asaf Jah, Huzaffar-ul-Mulk-Wal-Mumilak, 
Nizam-ul-Mulk, Nizam-ud-daula Nawab Mir, Sir Usman Alt 
Khan Bahadur, Fateh Jung, Sipha Salar, g,c.s.i., o.e.e., Nizam 
of Hyderabad and Berar. (Berar, an area that had once been part 
of Hyderabad, was ceded by a ninteteenth-century Nizam to the 
British, who then annexed it to the Central Provinces; the name 
Berar nevertheless continued to be used in the title of the Nizam.) 
Soon after Independence, however, the state of Hyderabad was 
integrated by ‘police action’ into India and the Nizam was 
divested of his prerogatives and his estates, The Nizam, who is 
now eighty, lives in complete seclusion in the city of Hyderabad, 
the present capital of the state of Andhra Pradesh, into which the 
state of Hyderabad has been absorbed. He is still reputed to be 
the richest man in India, and one of the richest men in the world, 
and his most recent official biographer declares: 

It is not alone the extent of his wealth which makes the Nizam’s 
potentialities in the economic .service of Hyderabad and India a 
sulxstantial factor. In a setting where the country’s most crying need 
is liquid investable capital, the Five-Year Plan has conceded a heavy 
deficiency in respect of such capital, and planners have had to cast 
their eyes right round the globe in order to try and tap sources of 
capital available for investment in India. The difficulty in the way of 
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obtaining foreign capital, in view of the climate prev.ailing in this 
country, is now kcoming obvious to more and more students of the 
subject. Indigenous capital is shy and lacks confidence. In these cir¬ 
cumstances, the presence and goodwill of a likely investor with the 
re,snurccs that I-Iis Exalted Highness commands cannot but be a 
national asset of incalculable value. 

Today, I am in the city of Hyderabad, staying in the Greenland 
Guest House, an elaborate old place where guests of the Nizam 
were once accommodated. The Guest House, which is now run 
as a government hostel, bears fading marks of past Muslim opu¬ 
lence, and is full of bearers, who are constantly stepping out of 
doorways and corners, salaaming, and asking in sonorous Urdu, 
‘Would Sahib like anything?’ A couple of my fellow-guests 
happen to be Englishmen, and at the dinner table they arc 
reading recent but dog-eared Issues of a British tabloid called 
Titbits and laughing over a series of article.? called ‘The 
Amazing Nizam’, with subtitles like ‘He’s Worth Millions -■ but 
He Rules in Rags’, ‘'Fbe Nizam Is Given Girls as Birthday 
Presents’, ‘Prince Is Ordered: Sack Your Harem’, and ‘Palace 
Swindlers Make a Fortune from lunk’. The author of the .scries 
is Ray Asher, identified by the Titbits editors as ‘a film publicity 
girl’. 

It was a city of vast inherited fortunes and beautiful palaces [Miss 
Asher writes], of idle days and magic nights when money and cham¬ 
pagne flowed side by side with the River Musi on the banks of which 
the city stands.., 

One third of the state was controlled by feudal landlords known 
as jttghirdars who collected rents from the villages and blew the 
money in the city, 

One jqhirdar smnkcd tobacco wrapped in a loo-rupee (£7) note 
-and he was a chain-smoker... 

The Nizam today is almost a recluse. He still occupies the 
same room in King Kothi [/(oMi is Hindi for ‘house’, and King 
Korhi is one of the Nizam’s live palaces] which he has had since 
the beginning of the century. The three windows arc, permanently 
closed... 

The walls are thick with cobwebs. There is dust everywhere, inter¬ 
mingled with hundreds of cigarette butts.,. 

On a nail in the wall hangs a shermni (high collar coat) which is 
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seldom worn and , never washed. He sleeps on an Iron cot, the linen 
of which is rarely fresh. An adjoining bathroom is kept locked, for the 
Nizam bathes only once every two months. 

It is obvious that Miss Asher’s articles, like many similar ones 
in Titbits' sister periodicals, acquire their interest from the fact 
that they are the latest effusion on a celebrated personage - in this 
case, one of the most eccentric men in India, who is said to have 
a minimum retinue of eighteen hundred, made up of wives, 
children, grandchildren, and courtiers. 

I was told in Delhi by government officers that for years now 
the Nizam’s only connection with the world outside his palace 
has been through a long-standing friend, Khan Bahadur C, B. 
Taraporewala, who has the title of Financial Adviser to the 
Nizam and who spends a few hours in the Nizam s presence 
every day. In fact, I was told, Taraporewala functions as a sort of 
surrogate for the Nizam. Early one evening, I call on Tarapore¬ 
wala at his home - a new, solid-looking house that has a veranda 
fenced in with wrought iron from floor to ceiling. I am shown 
into a dim drawing room with a heavy, miasmatic atmosphere; 
there is not so much as a single electric lamp or a single fan. 
Taraporewala comes slowly across the room towards me. Fie is a 
tall, aging man with a sly smile and a cautious manner, and is 
dressed in a loose ach\an of white sharkskin over white drill 
trousers. 

I ask him about the nature of his service to the Nizam. 

‘I have been looking after the Nizam’s affairs for the last 
thirty-five years,’ he says. ‘I can do anything the Nizam can do. 
I am fully empowered.’ 

I ask him how the Nizam’s wealth ranks with other great for¬ 
tunes in the world. 

‘The question of his total wealth is a difficult one,’ Tarapore¬ 
wala says. ‘He is not the richest man in the world. There would 
be at least a couple of dozen who arc richer,’ 

‘Flow did he accumulate his wealth? ’ I ask. 

‘As Nizam, he was god and master of his people, and he ruled 
like a despot from the time he came to the throne, in 1911. He 
also inherited a lot of wealth from previous Nizams. In the state 


of Hyderabad, the Nizams had a traditional form of taxation, 
and it was called nmma, Every time a subject gazed upon the 
Nizam, he had to present the Nizam with a nmana, or cash 
offering, whose amount was determined by the social status of 
the subject. The common people presented five silver rupees each, 
and the jaghinkrs four silver rupees and a gold sovereign each. 
No Nizam kept any account books - all the Nizams stored their 
money in ordinary trunks and strong-rooms. Their system of 
keeping money was hit or miss, The father of His Exalted High¬ 
ness had a diamond that weighed a hundred and eighty-six and 
a half carats - the Jacob’s diamond, The old Nizam bought the 
stone, rolled it in his handkerchief, and threw it in the drawer 
of a table. Years later, when a servant was dusting, he found it 
there. In fact, His Exalted Highness has a lot of plate and 
jewellery. After the “police action’’ in Hyderabad, I took a full 
trainload of some of it to Bombay and sold it there for twenty-one 
crores of rupees. If I hadn’t sold it then, it would have been con¬ 
fiscated. The government has a suspicion that a lot of the Nizam’s 
wealth is still hidden. He had some rare coins - about forty 
thousand rare gold coins - and I presented them to Prime Minis¬ 
ter Lai Bahadur Shastri, I told him each coin is worth one 
hundred times its face value. Shastri said “Very good’’, but 
not a word of thanks. The government never thanked the 
Nizam.’ 

I mention Miss Asher’s articles to Taraporewala, and ask him 
whether some of the legendary stories recirculated by Titbits arc 
true. 

‘The Nizam is very much a legend,’ Taraporewala says. ‘He 
has never cared about how he looked, what he did, what he said, 
what the world thought of him. His world has always been 
within the walls of King Kothi, King Kothi belonged to a gentle¬ 
man called ICamal Khan, and he had his initials, “KK”, put on 
all the panels and walls, so the Nizam called it King Kothi, Fie 
has other palaces, one of them very beautiful -• all of marble, and 
well kept up. He has a private police force of seven hundred, and 
he also has twenty-five hundred guards. In all, he maintains at 
least ten thousand people at his palaces, but he himself prefers to 
live in King Kothi, because he’s used to it.’ 
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‘Can one visit King Kothi? ’ T ask. 

‘No one is allowed there,’ he says. ‘It is completely guarded. 
You see, the Nizam has always been a very peculiar man, and he 
is getting more peculiar all the time. Because he was an auto¬ 
cratic ruler and no one could ever contradict him, he never 
learned that he could be wrong. Because he has never paid anyone 
with his own hands, he has never learned the value of anything; 
every transaction was made by his assistants, so he has never 
found out whether an article cost five rupees or five thousand 
rupees. Because he has never gone out much from the palace, he 
has never developed a sense of distance, Say you were going to 
the Hyderabad airport, and say it is ten miles from King Kothi. 
Naturally, it would require twenty or twenty-five minutes in a 
motorcar. But after two minutes His Exalted Elighncss will 
shout, “Have we arrived?” His nerves arc shattered. He’s a very 
old man now. He repeats him.sclf and he forgets himself.’ 

‘Blow does he occupy himself now?’ I a.sk. 

‘His Exalted Highness usually gets up early,’ he says. ‘The first 
persons he usually sees are his guards and attendants. Then his 
Commissioner of Police, who reports on tlic palaces, may come. 
By nine o’clock, I arrive, and look after all the work in connection 
with his family and his property. If I have to di.scuss any problem 
with him, first I have to say, “Sire must be right, I may be 
wrong,” or .something like that. Then I go over the problem 
with him, .slowly. Nine out of ten times, he .says, “No, I don’t 
agree.” Slowly, I bring him around. Lunch is served at twelve 
o’clock. I am served an absolutely first-class lunch - .soup, kebab, 
kefta, curry, and pilaf. It is properly .served, on a marhlc-top 
table with a clean tablecloth. But although he has gold plates for 
hundreds of people, he himself eats off a tin plate, .squatting on 
a mat in his room. All he will cat is cream and .sweets. Though 
he’s five feet three, he weighs less than ninety pounds. You see, 
as far back as I can remember, he has been an opium eater.’ (The 
Nizam died in 1967.) 


hmific mi the Mmnry Aims the Waters of the KriAina 

Bectsusc in 1965 th(‘ monsoons failed to arrive, India has been 
suffering from the effects of a long drought, which .some people 
arc calling the worst of the century. Agriculture, in the whole of 
India has always Itcen ruled by her monsoons ~ or, rather, by the 
.south-west monsoon, the moisture-laden wind that, rising from 
die Indian Ocean, brings rain to all parts of India from June 
through .fir'i’iiembcr. (The other, north-cast, monsoon brings rain 
only to parts of Madr.as and Andhra Pradesh, and consequently 
its infiuence is much more limited,) The livelihood of the Indian 
cultivator so depends on the south-west monsoon that a delay of 
only a few days in the arrival of the rains can make the difference, 
betwceti abundance and blight. For instance, almost half the land 
in the country which is at present under cultivation - a hundred 
and forty million acres out of a total of three hundred and thirty- 
two million acres - is planted with rice. (The .second main crop 
is wheat.) .Sixty-four per cent of this land - almo,st ninety million 
acres - grows what is called rain-fed rice. To what extent the 
growth of this rice depends on the south-west monsoon has 
recently been explained by A. K. Dutt, an officer in the Ministry 
of Labour, Employment, and Rehabilitation. Discussing the 
four-month period of the south-west monsoon in a report, he 
writes: 

The period avaihablc for rice cultivation may be taken to be 122 to 
137 day,s. This period includes tillage operations to prepare the fields 
either for direct sowing or raising nursery [r/c] for transplanting. A 
farmer of a (ive-acrc holding with a pair of bullocks and his conven¬ 
tional agricultural implements will generally take about a month to 
do ail tiicse n[)erations, This means that the penoi ■atiailahlc for the 
rice crop to complete its life cycle from seed to seed mihin the dura¬ 
tion of the southwest monsoon will run from gz to loy or at the 
most 110 days. [The italics are Dutt’s.] 

Each day of the south-west monsoon is critical to the crop of 
rain-fed rice. Yet in occurrence, duration, and intensity, the 
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southwest monsoon is so unreliable that its power is like that of 
a capricious god. If the monsoon rains arc prolonged or fall too 
steadily or heavily, the rivers overflow, and there is flood and 
devastation; if the monsoon rains are brief or scant, the sources 
of water dry up, and there is drought and famine. Weirs, wells, 
and especially reservoirs and dams can and do provide some 
protection against the vagaries of the monsoon, but even if all 
the large irrigation projects ever proposed were built- and some 
of them are economically unfeasible - they might increase the 
harvest but they could not entirely liberate Indian agriculture 
from the caprices of the monsoon. 

Partly because of the irregularities of the monsoon, the produc¬ 
tion of food grains since Independence has fallen far short of 
government expectations - some years by as much as a quarter - 
causing famine conditions in many states. During the First Five- 
Year Plan, the annual production of food grains^ averaged, 
roughly, sixty-six million tons, during the second Plan it averaged 
eighty-two million tons, and during the first four years of the 
third Plan it averaged between seventy-eight million and eighty- 
eight million tons; in the same period of fourteen years, to miti¬ 
gate the effects of the shortages, India imported forty-eight 
million tons of food grains. But this reprieve was won only by 
mortgaging India’s future and calling again and again on reserves 
of good will abroad, so that with each new plea the prospect of 
further aid appeared more bleak. In the United States, which was 
the main supplier of food grains on easy credit terms, warning 
signals had been sounded as early as 1951, when India was threat¬ 
ened with famine and when part of a debate in the Flouse of 
Representatives over giving India a wheat loan went like this! 

It is known to anyone who knows anything about India [a repre¬ 
sentative opposed to the loan said] that they have 180,000,000 sacred 
cows; they have 136,000,000 sacred monkeys; they hiive 10,000,000 
sacred or professional beggars - and all these sacred things will have 
a first claim on any wheat chat may be procured by money lent to 
India, Was the gentleman fa proponent of the wheat loan] ever in 
India? Did he ever see a flock of sacred monkeys come in on a little 
grain merchant and eat him out of house and home, yet he could not 
punch one of them out of his grain bin?... They say it is religion 


DEVELOPMENT 369 

and that, therefore, it ought not to be referred to in this debate, but 
it is a religion that the overburdened taxpayers of this country ought 
not to be compelled to support. 

I fear for ray Nation [a representative in favour of the loan had 
said] that if in connection with this bill we refuse to stand forth¬ 
right and righteously upon the premise that America will share that 
of which she has a superabundance with the people of the starving 
world, that we shall surely lose our own respect as well as destroy¬ 
ing chances of winning and holding friends in Asia,., There arc 
millions of people in India who arc hungry today... They are dying 
in their tracks on filth. America should share.,. with the starving 
people of India or with the starving people of any other part of the 
world, up to the unselfish ideal limit of our own safety... I am not 
ashamed of the fact I believe in the American gospel which says in 
substance that if we ‘cast our bread upon the waters, it will return in 
due time well-buttered’. 

The wheat loan had been granted, but observers in India at the 
time had felt that, if the opponents of the loan distorted and 
heaped scorn on Hindu practices, its proponents looked to some 
hidden gains for themselves. In any event, the debate - and later 
ones like it - put the Indians on notice that they could not count 
on being given economic aid without any strings or for an indefi¬ 
nite length of time. 

To make India economically self-reliant was the purpose of the 
Five-Year Plans. In the decades preceding the first Plan, India’s 
annual rate of economic growth was about two per cent. In the 
course of the first three Plans, this rate of growth was nearly 
doubled, and the Plans, in addition to achieving some of their 
specific objectives, like checking inflation, increasing the supply 
of consumer goods, and resettling millions of refugees from 
Pakistan, prepared the way for an industrial revolution, Yet by 
1966, when the government was busy drafting the fourth Plan, 
the whole idea of long-term planning had come under attack. 
The critics charged that India’s meagre re,sources had been dis¬ 
sipated in gigantic industrial exhibits, like steel plants, when 
these resources should have been invested initially in making the 
country self-suflficient in food, by looking to basic requirements 
for farming, like better seeds and fertilizer plants, and to food- 
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distfibution facilities, like better ports, roads, and supply stores. 
The government was faulted for being unrealistically ambitious; 
for allowing its Plans to depend on expectations, often dis¬ 
appointed, of foreign assistance; and for constantly retrenching 
and revising the Plans, and so nullifying any advantages of long¬ 
term planning, In fact, it seemed to the critics that it was only a 
matter of time before such planning would he abandoned 
altogether in favour of ad hoc economic measures. The defenders 
of the Plans admitted some of these failures, but blamed them 
on natural disasters, like droughts; on political emergencies, like 
the wars with China and Pakistan; and on unforeseen setbacks 
in obtaining foreign exchange. One fact beyond dispute was that 
since Independence the population had jumped - by some esti¬ 
mates, as much as a hundred and fifty million - and had can¬ 
celled out some of the gains of the h'ive-Year Plans, including the 
increase in the economic growth rate. As early as 1957, Nehru 
had said, while visiting Bhilai, ‘Bhilai, Rourkela, and other great 
projects which are under construction are being built with the 
hunger of the country... The agricultural production has not 
been encouraging, This has enhanced our burden. Uttar Pradesh, 
Bihar, West Bengal, and Orissa have been specially affected... If 
sufficient food is not produced in our country, Bhilai and Rour¬ 
kela will fail and also the Five-Year Plan.’ 

V. K. Raraaswami, an economist connected with the Planning 
Commission, lives in New Delhi, in one of the government’s hest 
bachelor flats, built about ten or fifteen years ago for civil .ser¬ 
vants. I now wait for him in his sitting-room, which is comfort¬ 
ably done in Indian silks; around the room arc a few old 
miniatures, one modern painting, many books, Ramaswami 
bounces in. He is dres.scd in white tennis clothe.s, and, racket in 
hand, looks ready for a match. He is short and podgy, and has 
pink checks, a pointed nose, and bright eyes. 

After some talk about old times at Oxford, which both of us 
attended, for periods that overlapped, I ask him what the feeling 
among economists is about India’s progress so far. 

'Over the last year or so, at least, there has been agreement 
among the economists on the broad lines of planning and devel¬ 


opment,’ he ,says, ‘'Phe Delhi chaps, like Sen and Raj, who differ 
in their political views, still broadly agree on how problems 
should be tackled in the next few years,’ Amartya Sen and K. N. 
Raj, who are professors at the Delhi School of Economics, are 
perhaps, along with Ramaswami, the best-known Indian econo¬ 
mists. ‘They agree that we should continue along the lines we 
have been going nn,cfjm[)letc the irrigation projects we’ve started, 
They also agree that we should have incentive prices for farmers, 
and that we should improve distribution methods for food grains. 
I remember that when we were drafting the second and third 
Plans, there was violent disagreement among the economists 
about what our line of action should be in respect to industry and 
agriculture - which of the two should be given priority. Today, 
you may have some disagreement .about precisely how much 
money to allocate to industry and how much to agriculture, but 
the range of dispute is narrower than it used to be,’ 

‘In general, how do you yourself feel about India's progress .so 
far?’Ia.sk, 

‘I htivc always felt that our national-income statistics under¬ 
estimate what has probably been achieved as a start towards the 
eradication of poverty,’ he says. ‘It is difficult to get statistics on 
the output of small industries and small businesses, and things 
like that. If one were to look at the quality of life in the village, one 
would probably detect a noticeable Improvement already. Only 
some of this improvement, of course, would .show up in certain 
statistics - the number of radios or bicycles now in the country, 
for instance - but we may have achieved more than the general 
statistics indicate. But the .short-term economic situation has been 
overshadowed by the long drought that we are going through. I 
myself think there is a lot of truth in the complaint that in the 
past Five-Year Plans we rather took agricultural development 
for granted, and we are ju.st beginning to recognize that we have 
to attend to the problems of agriculture.’ 

‘Plow would you rate the performance of the various Plans?’ 
I ask. 

‘The first Plan was really not a Plan at all,’ he .says. ‘It was 
just a collection of individual projects in various stages of prepa¬ 
ration, which were grouped together to form the Plan. These 
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projects didn’t require much investment, in any case, And the 
years of die first Plan were fortunate for agriculture in having 
pretty good monsoon rains. The second Plan, however, put a 
severe strain on the economy, because it involved a high invest¬ 
ment in large industrial projects. But, again, the years of the 
second Plan had good monsoon rains, so we didn’t feel the pinch 
in agriculture too much. The third Plan, I agree, was quite a 
failure. In the draft of the fourth Plan, what is thought of as new 
- the emphasis on agriculture - is not new but is simply a con¬ 
tinuation of some of the measures in the old Plans, because in 
many cases the fourth Plan will try to follow through in depth 
things that have shown promise during the previous Plans. 
Though it is generally agreed that we did not accomplish much 
with the first three Plans, we still should not ignore the fact that 
we did reach a good growth rate. I think that as we have gone 
along we have improved in our planning. We have started to 
think in terms of the aggregate picture, rather than in terms of 
individual projects. In any case, in relation to other under¬ 
developed countries we have not done badly. So when we call the 
Plans inadequate, we mean inadequate to our needs. What we 
really want in India is to achieve a big increase in per capita in¬ 
come and to make jobs for the unemployed, so that people will 
have money for consumer goods. For if only a few people benefit 
from development, as has happened so far, and India can’t break 
away from the status quo, then even a good growth rate is 
meaningless, because most of the people still don’t have any 
money to spend. Furthermore, unless food production can be 
increased faster than the population expands, all development 
is meaningless.’ 

C. Subramaniam, who was born in 1910 in Madras and studied 
law there, became prominent in the movement for Independence, 
and has had a long and varied political career. In the Madras 
state government, he served as Minister of Finance, Education, 
and Law, and in the central government, under Nehru, first as 
Minister of Steel and Heavy Industries and then as Minister of 
Steel, Mines, and Heavy Engineering, and, under Shastri, as 
Minister of Food and Agriculture. Now, under Mrs Gandhi, he 


is Minister of Food, Agriculture, and Community Development. 
(The similarity in the titles of some of the Ministries is ex¬ 
plained by the fact that, for reasons of politics as well as of 
efficiency, the various Ministries have often been reconstituted.) 
When I call on him, by appointment, at his office in the Minister’s 
residence, I find him seated at a desk listening to an All India 
Kadio news broadcast in English. He has on a white }(uria and 
a white dhoti ~ both homespun - and wears eyeglasses, tie gives 
the impression of being a large man until he stands up to greet 
me, and then he suddenly .seems small, He offers me a chair, sil^ 
down again himself, and continues listening to the broadcast. 
When it is over, he tells me that he fancies himself something of 
a writer, and presents me with two brochures he has written. 
Both arc Hindi translations from his native Tamil, One, entitled 
My Travels About the World, has a cover like that of an atlas 
(it shows a map of the world and Subramaniam’s face in profile); 
the other, entitled Glimpses of a Few Countries I Hove Seen, 
has a cover like that of a stamp album (it is decorated with 
postage stamp,s from England, France, Switzerland, Germany, 
Sweden, and Italy). I thank him for the brochures, and, turning 
to his political career, ask him whether it was a mere coincidence 
that he had moved from the Steel Ministry to the Food Ministry 
just about the time the emphasis of the Five-Year Plans shifted 
from industry to agriculture. 

T think you can defend the proposition that without an indus¬ 
trial base there can be no agricultural progress,’ he says with an 
air of quiet competence. ‘You need factories to produce chemical 
fertilizers, for instance. But the main thing is that now we have 
learned where we went wrong in those three Plan,s, we must take 
steps to improve our performance.’ 

I mention what some agronomists have told me - that the only 
way India can ever solve her chronic food shortages is to adopt 
the same policy for agriculture that exists for industry. They say 
that while in industry the government has encouraged large 
monopolies, for greater efficiency, and has tried to level inequities 
with taxation, in agriculture, because of the political and emo¬ 
tional appeal of land reform, the government has placed crip¬ 
pling, if idealistic, restrictions on the holdings of each farmer. 


I 
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‘No doubt we could greatly increase food production with 
largCi mechanized farms,' he says. ‘But the best policy is not 
always realistic. In the United States, which has the mo,st widely 
mechanized agriculture, three per cent of the population produces 
eighty per cent of all the food in the country. But in our ca.se 
more than eighty per cent of our population is employed on 
farms. If we mechanized our agriculture, we would put prac¬ 
tically everyone out of work, and since we have so little industry, 
there wouldn't be many jobs for the displaced cultivators. Tlie 
unemployment would create a vast social problem. In fact, we 
have no choice but to go on using our traditional methods of 
agriculture. We will always have to build our agricultural policy 
around manual labour and small farms with individual owner- 
.ship, and give the greatest incentive to the individual cultivators. 

We have a precedent for this in postwar Japan and Taiwan. The , > 
holdings in these two countries were kept .small, and they 
experienced a .spurt in agriculture bccau.sf: of .seed genetic.s, new 
chemical fertilizer.s, and new insecticides. Our annual yield is less 
than a thousand pounds of paddy per acre, but in Japan and 
Taiwan, lw:au.se of tho.se improvements, the yield is as much as 
four thousand pounds.' 

'Why didn't India follow the example of Japan and Taiwan 
earlier, then?' Task. 

‘We thought at the start that we couldn’t just take new strains 
of seeds and plant them here without extensive laboratory te.sts,’ 
he say.s. ‘Our climate was different, our soil was different. We 
held the view that the.se were new methods to be used only by 
our scientists in their laboratories. Now we are testing new 
methods on a large scale on the farms themselves. We hope that 
by the end of the fourth Plan, in 1971, there wdll be thirty-two 
million acres on which new varieties of .seed grain, new chemical 
fertilizers, and new insecticides are in use. This docs not mean 
that we will neglect the three hundred million acres remaining. 

We will try to do something for that land, too, but we can’t do 
everything at once.’ 

‘What do you think the extent of the present food emergency 
is?’ I ask. 'Some people are already calling it a famine.’ 

‘We don’t like to use the term “famine”,' he says, ‘because of 


jte associations with the British period, when the famines that 
occurred were always on a very large; scale. In those days, there 
weren’t even the necessary .ship.s, ports, docks, and roads to get 
the food to the stricken areas, and famine meant not just deaths 
from starvation but also deaths from cholera and smallpox and 
other epidemics, which syiread quickly when food and water 
became .scarce,’ 

I bring up a charge made by .some critics that the government 
storage facilities are so bad that pests destroy as much as twenty 
per cent of the food .supply, 

‘In .storage, there is always a certain amount of los.s,’ he says, 
'hut it i.s diflicuk to estimate the percentage. In our case, it must 
be huge, and we are trying to do .something about it. The most 
important problem, however, is raising agricultural production, 
but to do this we have to rely on the same administrative 
machinery -- the civil .service - that the British originally set up 
just to keep law and order. This administrative machinery is so 
cumbersome, with so many outdated procedures, that merely to 
get a project sanctioned can take four or five years, to say nothing 
of getting the project started. At the same time, the areas of 
economic development are becoming so technical that no civil 
servant is equipped to deal with them. Development requires 
more and more personnel with technical skills. Our need now 
is not for babus but for agronomists.’ 

I speak to numerous people, among them Mahalanobis, Sen, 
and Raj, about the government’s agricultural policies, and each 
conversation strengthens my realization that, because of the 
country’s poverty and the government’s power, it is on the valid¬ 
ity of these men’s theories that the lives of their countrymen are 
probably staked. Tlie politicians, the ideologues, and the econo¬ 
mists are, in a scn.se, gambling against hunger and the vagaries 
ofthemon,soonrain.s. 

And just now the newspapers are carrying a great many articles 
about the heightening food emergency. Raj himself, in a series of 
closely reasoned articles, offers a powerful indictment of the 
government. He argues that although the ultimate solution to 
India’s food problem is, of course, increasing food production, 
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in immediate terms the food emergency is due as much to the 
government’s failure to live up to its claim of having provided 
a nationally planned economy as it is to the drought. He observes 
that in the substandard conditions of India, the minimum daily 
nutrition requirement of each working adult has been put at 
seventeen and a half ounces of food grain, but that by making 
allowances for the smaller minimum requirements of women, 
children, and the infirm, statisticians can reduce this ration to 
thirteen and a half ounces of food grain per person per day, and 
he declares that without any increase in the present level of 
imports there is more than enough food grain in the country to 
supply this minimum ration. Yet, he says, it is all too clear that 
some parts of the country are without enough food grains to 
guarantee all their inhabitants this minimum ration, and that 
other parts have food grains in excess of their minimum, require¬ 
ments. For this disparity Raj blames the government’s zonal 
system, which restricts the movement of food grains from some 
parts of the country to others under free-market conditions. The 
zonal system treats each of the states as an isolated, autonomous 
unit, and classifies them according to their claims of surpluses or 
deficits in food grains, for the purpose of collecting a levy from 
the surplus states, which the central government later distributes, 
along with its own, national reserves of imports, to the deficit 
states through a controlled market. The zonal system encourages 
a state that grows food grains in excess of the minimum require¬ 
ment of its population to under-report its surplus, in order to 
evade the levy, and it also encourages a state that grows less than 
its minimum requirement to exaggerate its deficit, in order to 
increase its claim on the national reserves. Similar inducements 
to hide and hoard exist for individual cultivators: a cultivator 
in a surplus state has to pay a levy, while his counterpart in a 
deficit state, who as an individual may produce much more, docS' 
not. ‘Government policy has also vastly increased the economic 
power of large and medium-sized farmers, and weakened the.. 
ability of the government to get hold of their surpluses,’ Raj 
writes. ‘It is a measure of their strength that approximately one 
eighth of all rural households own nearly three fifths [of the 
rural population’s] total assets.’ The inequities of the central 
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government’s zonal system arc compounded by a secondary 
zonal system, which each state has imposed on its districts. 
In combination, the systems set state against state, district 
against district, and cultivator against cultivator; accelerate 
the artificial attrition of the central government’s already un¬ 
dermined national reserves of food grains; exacerbate famine 
conditions; and force the government to divert money from 
long-term investments to emergency imports of more and more 
food grains. (Out of eighty-three million tons of food grains 
distributed from the national reserves in 1964-5, six milion tons 
were imported.) Subramaniam recently said to a visitor, in 
defence of the zonal system, ‘Let me suggest the kind of thing 
that would happen if there were free movement of food grains. 
Madhya Pradesh is traditionally a surplus state, and Maharashtra 
a deficit one, Therefore, the price of food grains in Maharashtra 
is much higher. So great is the demand for food grain in a deficit 
state that if there were no zonal system, not only the surplus of 
Madhya Pradesh but also some of the remainder ~ the minimum 
requirement - would move to Maharashtra to seek higher prices. 
In a period of shortage, particularly of the order we have this 
year, what is important is to anticipate pockets of scarcity and 
move food grains into those areas quickly, and the zonal system 
enables us to do this.’ Raj, however, maintains in his articles that 
the weight of the central government’s authority should support 
the development of a truly equitable national food policy, to 
guarantee people in all parts of the country the minimum require¬ 
ment; this policy should mean, for the purpose of collection, a 
uniform levy on producers, millers, and hullers with surpluses, 
regardless of where they live, and, for the purpose of distribution, 
should involve the use of two food markets - one to provide food 
at competitive prices in a free market, with no restriction on the 
movement of food grains from zone to zone, the other to provide 
food at controlled prices for the stricken areas, Raj’s controver¬ 
sial programme, which also includes fiscal measures, like gradu¬ 
ated land taxation, and social measures, like the nationalization 
of rice mills, has been attacked on many specific points, such as 
the assumption, at the centre of his argument, that a minimum 
nutritional requirement could ever be made standard throughout 
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the country. Nevertheless, it is generally granted that the govern¬ 
ment’s present collection and distribution policy has its roots 
more in politics than in economics, being mainly a concession to 
the politicians from powerful surplus states, who form the bul¬ 
wark of the Congress Party; who, in a sense, keep the politicians 
of the central government itself in power; and who, it is said, 
would not stay in office very long if they let the food grains in 
their states be siphoned away to the stricken areas. 

The controversy over the zonal system intensifies as the 
drought, which has lasted for almost a year, continues with no 
sign of breaking. Some voices warn that this is another phase in 
the cycle of famine that strikes India at regular periods, niuch as 
epidemics of bubonic plague struck Europe in past centuries, and 
that, particularly in Orissa and Bihar, this is the beginning of 
another famine like the one in Bengal in 1943, when, according 
to some estimates, between a million and a half and three million 
people starved .to death. Tlie government, however, goes on 
denying that a threat of famine is present anywhere - or, indeed, 
that such famines can occur anymore. The discrepancy in the 
two points of view is the subject of another recent article, this one 
written by Kedar Ghosh and entitled ‘Quibbling Over Words 
in the Face of Famine’. Gho.sh points out that among Indians 
the failure bf mendicants to obtain alms has always been a portent 
of famine; actually, one Hindi word for ‘famine’ is 'durbhif{sha' 
- literally, ‘alms with tears’. Late in the nineteenth century, the 
British, in codifying the exact limits of their responsibility 
towards their Indian subject,s during a famine - they wanted to 
set guidelines for official relief procedures - defined famine 
conditions as existing in any part of the country where there 
was one death from ‘starvation’. Under this definition, deaths 
caUiied by undernourlshroent or malnutrition, or by diseases 
related to them, were specifically ruled out as conditions con¬ 
stituting a ‘famine’, because it was taken for granted that such 
evils were endemic in India. In practice, however, this distinction 
broke down, because if in an area any food, however poor, was 
available, at whatever price, its presence technically could, and 
in fact did, serve the government as a reason for not certifying 
the area for famine relief. After Independence, the Indians 
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continued to live by the British famine code, but with the depar¬ 
ture of the British the system of reporting and recording available 
fond weakened, and in consequence an investigation for famine 
conditions in any given area was apt to be so slow that sometimes 
even before it w.as undertaken the famine victims had been 
cremated, and evidence of the cause of their death thereby 
destroyed. Unless deaths occurred on a large scale, about all that 
such investigations accomplished was to prolong the dispute over 
famine relief, So it is, Ghosh writes, that for months now non- 
official sources have been saying that Orissa and Bihar am 
famine-stricken, while all that time state and central authorities, 
like Subramaniam, have been steadfastly denying this. Ghosh 
goes on to describe how in Orissa parents have for some time 
ken selling their children into slavery, hungry villagers have 
ken crowding the cities, and petty officials have been profiting 
from such relief measures as have been introduced, while the 
government debates over the famine code, and while the cost to 
the nation in human life and resources mounts. To quote Ghosh’s 
own words: 

Faced with the dark prospects of famine, many asked more fortun¬ 
ate families ‘to buy’ their children. It is stated that it had .been com¬ 
mon practice, even in normal times, with some.,. castes and tribal 
people to give away tlieir boys on payment of a small amount per 
child and on condition that they will be freed from their bondage 
when they attain tlie age of 16. But this time, sellers were many and 
buyers few, 

Meanwhile, destitutes began a weary trek to near and distant 
urban areas... in search of food and employment, Towns began to 
be crowded with these people and wailing cries for alms filled the 
air. Even when sought with tears, alms could not be had... The 
State Government [of Orissa] .,, decided to seek guidance from 
Clause No. 134 of the Famine Code, Under this clause, lunatics, 
idiots, disabled persons, nursing mothens, and some other categories 
of people arc entitled to gratuitous relief.,. 

Mr Snbramaniam’s suggestion to the State Government to in¬ 
crease the number of gratuitous relief cards from 100,000 to 200,000 
is a pointer to the inadequacy of such relief... Cases have been 
reported where such cards could be obtained only for a consider¬ 
ation. .. 
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The total relief and rehabilitation expenditure might exceed Rs. 12 

'^^Woiit’in this connection [disbursing loans from the Contingency 
Fundi has been made more difficult by the local authorities’ fear 
that if [the money were] distributed early, hungry farmers might 
use up the entire loans or a substantial part of them, in buying food 
and other immediate necessities. They seem to lose sight of the fact 
that farmers would not be able to work in the fields with impaired 

health and on empty stomachs. 

Moreover, securing replacements of ploughing cattle and farm 
implements, which many cultivators had sold to feed themselves and 
their starving dependents, would take time as they have to be ob¬ 
tained from faraway places. .. . . 1 L 

The Union Food Minister would not call what exists in drought- 
hit areas in Orissa famine. He would describe it as ‘a condition of 
acute scarcity’. What hit Bengal in 1943 was famine and it occurred 
under conditions of acute scarcity. The people who are being fed at 
free kitchens [in Orissa] ... look the same as those who roamed the 
streets of Calcutta in the black days of the Bengal famine. 

Another article, appearing under the byline of B. M, Bhatia, 
notes that what is happening now in Orissa in respect to both the 
administrative failure and the growing scarcity of food is repeat¬ 
ing the history not only of the 1943 famine but also of the Bengal 
famine of 1865-6 (at that time, Orissa was part of Bengal), when 
it took a year and then an outbreak of civil violence to get the 
govcrnor-general of the province to acknowledge the presence of 
famine and to institute relief. The history of later famines in 
other provinces of British India has not been very different. 

Even the most liberal expenditure on relief will fail to save life 
once emaciation and stomach disorders due to hunger set in [Bhatia 
writes].' Scarcity has continued in Orissa sinceJast year.,, The 
governmental machinery for relief has not come Into full operation 
even today. The local officials are reported to be still debating among 
themselves the desirability of bringing the provisions of the Famine 
Code into operation. This attitude might have been understandable 
under foreign rule, but it is simply inexcusable in a welfare state 
under a democratic set-up.,. 

In famine relief, time is the essence of the matter. 

The drought continued until June 1967, spreading hunger and 
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thirst and disease, especially in Orissa and Bihar, where farmers 
were forced to sell what cattle and land remained in their pos¬ 
session to moneylenders and speculators, where volunteers tried 
to keep villagers occupied with work on earthen dikes against a 
day when there might be rain, where other volunteers staffed 
soup kitchens dispensing rations of three ounces of bulgur, or 
crushed wheat, per person every three days, and had to choose 
between saving a few and stretching the ration to many more 
and so perhaps condemning all of them to starvation, and where 
people began subsisting on dry grass and on the leaves and bark 
of trees. Reporters filed such dispatches as ‘All over rural Bihar 
today, farmers gather together in little circles and talk themselves 
out. Where are they going to procure seeds to farm with this 
year, when the monsoon finally arrives? Where are they going to 
raise the money with which to buy fertilizers? After two con¬ 
secutive bad seasons and already in debt, who is going to extend 
any further credit to them?’ and ‘Lack of ointments and jellies 
prevents relief from skin infections caused by the absence of 
washing water. Tiny children, thrusting their begging bowls 
under one’s nose, ha'’e what little flesh remains on their faces 
<i puffed into scabs, their eyes peering through a mass of sup¬ 
purating pustules constantly swarming with flies.’ In spite of 
huge shipments of food grains from abroad, the food emergency 
in the country worsened so rapidly that the Fourth Five-Year 
Plan - and, with it, many projects and hopes for the future - was 
abandoned without ever having been put into effect. When the 
1967 monsoon came, it came in a deluge, and floods drove half 
a million people in Bihar alone out of their homes. By then, 
however, men and cattle had become so weak that they were 
incapable of ploughing, and it was estimated tliat half the land 
in Bihar would be left unsown. Subramaniam, who in the mean¬ 
time had lost his Parliamentary seat, and his Ministry with it, in 
a general election, suggested the dimensions of the food problem 
in India when, in an address to the Committee on the World 
Food Crisis, in Washington, he said of the protein deficiency in 
the Indian diet: 

The most tragic aspect of protein hunger is that it strikes at the 
most vulnerable sector of the population - the children. On the basis 
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of studies in my .own State of Madras, where I was Minister of Edu¬ 
cation, it has been estimated that between thirty-five and forty per 
cent of the children of India have suffered permanent brain damage 
by the time they reach school age because of protein deficiency. This 
means that we are, in effect, producing sub-human beings at the rate 
of thirty-five million a year. By the time they reach school age they 
are unable to concentrate sufficiently to absorb and retain knowledge. 

Irrigation schemes are as basic to agricultural progress as steel 
plants are to industrialization. At the start of the First Five-Year 
Plan, 23,800,000 acres were being watered by the country’s main 
irrigation schemes, and by the end of the third Plan, 13,700,000 
more acres had been brought under cultivation through the 
construction of new irrigation schemes, like the Bhakra-Nangal 
irrigation project, the Hirakud Dam project, the Beas project, 
the Tungabhadra project, the Damodar Valley Corporation, and 
tlic Nagarjunasagar project. The various agricultural and indu.s- 
trial projects have caused such a heavy drain on India .s financial 
resources that Nagarjunasagar, which the state government of 
Andhra Pradesh started building on the Kri.shna River in 1957 
with a loan from the central government that was made possible, 
in part, by United States aid funds, is still far from fini,shed. 
When it is finiished, however, the Nagarjunasagar dam will be 
the world’s biggest masonry dam - three miles long and four 
hundred feet high. Its reservoir will be one of the largest man¬ 
made lakes in the world, impounding the waters of the Krishna 
in a hundred-and'ten-square-mile area, and having a storage 
capacity of 9,370,000 acre-feet. The dam will be flanked by two 
canals, which will be two hundred and seventy-six miles long 
and a hundred and forty miles long, respectively, and smaller 
canals, stemming from these like branches of a tree, will caiTy 
water through the surrounding land. Altogether, the Nagar¬ 
junasagar scheme is expected to irrigate 2,060,000 acres of land. 

The Krishna River, which rises in the Western Ghats and, 
after meandering some eight hundred miles across the country, 
empties into the Bay of Bengal about a hundred miles below 
Nagarjunasagar, is held sacred by Hindus because of its associa¬ 
tion with Lord Krishna, Seven miles upstream from the site of 
the dam is a hill that was the home of Nagarjuna, the second- 
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century Buddhist ascetic who founded the Madhyamika school 
of Mahayana Buddhism; the ascetic has given his name both to 
the hill, Nagarjunakonda ({onda' means ‘hill'), and to the 
irrigation scheme it.self (hngar’ means ‘reservoir’). The early 
excavations for the dam - at the time they were begun, in the 
mid fifties, the area was a jungle over-run by cheetahs and tigers 
-unearthed ruins of a two-thousand-ycar-old city, Vijaypura, or 
'City of Victory’. In fact, the Archaeology Department of the 
government of India has built a museum on Nagarjunakonda to 
house some of the finds, and is now in the process of recon¬ 
structing some of the public buildings of the city. An official 
chronicler of the scheme writes: 

This [.site] ,,. is a rich treasure house of historic and prehistoric 
monuments, throwing light on a highly advanced civilization th.it 
thrived and flourished in this spot from the hoary past, Such a valley 
as this, treasuring a rich and glorious past, would be submerged by 
the formation of this reservoir, 

But in order to preserve for posterity this proud cultural heritage 
of our glorious past, it has rightly been decided to excavate the valley 
before inundation and house the monuments on top of the hill,, 
Nagarjunakonda, that stands aloft above the waters of the Sagar 
overlooking majestically the huge lake below surrounding it orna¬ 
mentally. 

Today, I have been driving around the site of Nagarjunasagar 
with 'the chief engineer in charge of the project, A, P. Ranga- 
nathaswamy - a man in his middle years, who has a soft, round 
face and who wears a white \uria and white pyjamas. The road 
curves around the hillsides on its way up towards the dam, 
Traffic consists almost entirely of huge trucks, and everywhere 
there are countless small shanties - merely walls built of native 
rock covered with thatch. The landscape is rocky, and rugged 
and stark, its starkness being accentuated by the white glare of 
the sun - the hottest so far in my travels. We draw up at the site 
of the dam, climb a rocky slope to an observation tower called 
Viewpoint, and enter it through a doorway decorated with 
paintings of Nagarjuna and Buddha, Below us now is the huge 
white sloping face of the dam, with high shoulders rising on 
either side and the centre broken by a crisscross pattern of narrow 
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ramps swarming with men, women, and children, all weighed 
down by headloads of stones. Below these labourers are slieds, 
and trucks and jeeps piled high with stones, and above the 
labourers are the beams and hoisting blocks of cranes. From the 
observation tower, though, everything below appears .small and 
incidental against the dam itself. 

‘Most big dams are made of concrete,’ Ranganathaswamy .says. 
‘But, for us Asians, using masonry has many advantages - it is 
cheaper than concrete, and in building a masonry dam we can 
give employment to seven or eight times as many [leople as we 
can in building a concrete dam. In a ma,sonry dam, the actual 
construction is done by hand, stone by stone, with mortar ~ just 
as in building a wall. If we were using concrete, we could employ 
only about three or four thousand labourers. Here, even though 
the wages are very low, entire families can work. Labourers on a 
masonry dam don’t have any special skills. Here we use the age- 
old method of carrying stones. Any Asian can carry a headload 
of stones, and we Indians are second to none in carrying loads. 
The work of carrying them goes on day and night - the stones 
have to be brought here from eight or nine miles away -- but the 
actual construction of the dam can progress only during the day. 
The labourers carry stones up the face of the dam for two hun¬ 
dred feet, and after that cranes - the most up-to-date cranes - take 
over. This is the only masonry dam in the construction of which 
machines have been used, and this combination of carrying 
stones and working with cranes is very Indian. It is like our 
streets ~ the bullock carts plodding along behind late-model 
motorcars. We are not only building a great dam but giving our 
brothers employment. In a sense, the point of all economic 
development is to give employment.’ 

’ ‘But is a masonry dam as solid as a concrete damf’I ask. 

‘The Bureau of Reclamation in Colorado and our Central 
Water and Power Commission in Delhi have both made tests 
that have proved masonry to be as strong as concrete. But no one 
had tried a masonry dam this size before, beesatse these tests were 
carried out only recently. We engineers say that the life of a dam 
depends on the silt that builds up in the reservoir. Some reser¬ 
voirs start silting up rapidly, but then the silt may be washed 
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away again. Nagarjunasagar happens to be the last dam on the 
Krishna River, and the other, smaller dams upstream collect 
mast of the silt. Nagarjunasagar should last for ever.’ 

When do you hope to finish the work?’ 

We have been at it for almost ten years, though I’ve been here 
on y Steven yeais^ It s not usual to change chief engineers in the 
middle of a project, but Mr Jafar Ali, who was chief engineer 
before ocyaw, Wo could have finished the dam a vL or 
two ago. we had, we could have been irrigating many more 
acres and feeding many more people now. The reason we haven’t 
finished IS that the central government has not been able to 
allocate funds. We’ve had to slow down all our work here. Before 
last year, the central government was giving us only ten crores 
of rupees per year, but we struggled with the central government, 
anti last year they finally gave us twenty crores of rupees. If we 
keep on getting as much money as we got last year, the entire 

scheme .should be finished by 1981.’ 


Before coming to Nagarjunasagar, I visited the famine- 
stricken areas of Orissa and Bihar, which left me feeling that 
everything at the centre of my life, and perhaps everything at the 
centre of the lives of others, too, was beside the point. But here 
l am bcjjinning to feel more myself again. My notes on the rest 
of the day follow: ‘Afternoon. Continue on Nagarjunasagar 
road. Rock walls on either side. Tunnel with water gushing 
through, white and frothy and giddy in its speed, joining and 
disturbing the quiet flow of the dark-coloured Krishna. "I do 
not know much about gods; but I think that the river/Is a strong 
brown god.” Walk into ‘‘toe gallery”, inside dam wall. Used 
for grouting cement if there is leakage. Over a hundred feet long, 
about nine feet high, five or six feet wide. Gallery floor wet and 
shpiiery, but labourers moving along with headloads of stones. 
Two large-eycd young girls walk past carrying stones, Maivel- 
lously saucy-looking. Outside gallery, by banks of Krishna River. 
Water still. Men, women, and children bathing, washing clothes, 
cleaning utensils. Sun hot. Eighteen cranes, red and yellow, and 
strong wall_ below. Solid wall of the dam. Unbroken lines of 
people moving up the scaffolding of ramps and coming down. 
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Women wearing dirty cotton saris down to their ankles and 
coloured glass bangles from wrist to shoulder. But vivid in red 
and purple and green and saffron, sometimes no more than 
glorious shafts of colour. And tanned men, in .striking white, 
Hard to imagine such glorious-looking labourers anywhere else 
in the world. Yet sadness in all this: So many thousands moving 
across face of dam in hot sun, , loads of stones on heads. Cross 
river. Road rough. Farther up, half a bridge, stretching over 
river, then suddenly stopping .short. Ranganatha.swamy says 
bridge broken by rains and a recent flood here - the worst in a 
hunted years. Drought or flood. “Tlic brown god... forgotten 
by the dwellers in cities... keeping his sea.sons and rages.” Con¬ 
tinue along road to other side. Ground rocky, barren, colourless. 
Intense sun. Clusters of labourers resting, so graceful the heat 
more bearable, somehow. Now "City of Victory”, Being recon¬ 
structed, stone by stone. Ruins of ancient monastery and ancient 
university where once Nagarjuna instructed Buddhist monks. 
Auditorium of university - square. Laid out with beautiful 
symmetry. Walls and pillars a foot or two high. All of crumbling 
red stone. Beyond, museum, on low, flat-topped hill, with red 
\mk road leading up to top. But just now museum and hill 
inaccessible, cut off by flood water,’ 


^ 7. City of Dreadful Night 

m 


On the Ikn !{s of the Hooghlj 

The Calcutta Metropolitan District bears such a large fesponsi-' 
bility for India’s indu.strial effort and is such a mixture of ethnic 
communities and ethnic traditions that it has been .seen as a per¬ 
fect reflection of India as a whole and as a test ca.se to determine 
whether India for any other under-developed country) can ever 
succeed in building a modern, industrialized nation. Though 
Calcutta proper, or, technically, the Calcutta Corporation, as the 
largest single centre in the Calcutta Metropolitan District is 
called, is today the official capital only of the state of West Ben¬ 
gal, it actually serves as the commercial and cultural capital of all 
of east and northeast India - an area that has a hundred and fifty 
million inhabitants, or a little lc,ss than a third of India’s total 
population. (Calcutta is also, in a similar .sen.se, the capital of 
Sikkim, Bhutan, and Nepal.) India’s two greatest exports, tea 
and jute, which arc grown m We.st Bengal and Assam, arc 
processed in the Calcutta Metropolitan District and shipped out 
of the Port of Calcutta. Most of the equipment and the .supplies 
for the steel and engineering industries in West Bengal, Bihar, 
and Orissa also pass through the Port of Calcutta. These three 
states are known for their rich deposits of iron and coal, for their 
concentration of heavy engineering and locomotive works, and, 
above all, for their production of most of India’s steel. (All her 
ironworks except the Bhilai steel plant are in this region.) The 
Calcutta Metropolitan District handles - according to the Iatc.st 
available set of government statistics, for 1963 and 1964 - forty- 
two per cent of India’s exports and twenty-five per cent of her 
imports, clears thirty per cent of all bank transactions in India, 
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contributes thirty per cent of the national revenue from income 
tax, and manufactures about fifteen per cent of all the goods pro¬ 
duced in the country. Calcutta - and, by extension, the Calcutta 
Metropolitan District - is India’s single dominant city and 
port. 

The Calcutta Metropolitan District lies on the Hooghly, a 
river in the Gangetic delta of West Bengal. The Hooghly is 
actually an eastern channel of the Ganga, which is known by dif¬ 
ferent local names in different regions, and this channel, being 
the only one navigable from the sea, has always been the most 
important commercially. About ninety miles inland from the 
head of the Bay of Bengal, the Hooghly, which generally runs 
from north to south, loops in a semicircular bend towards the 
west, creating a bulge of land on the eastern bank. This bulge 
marks the uppermost point of the river which is navigable by 
ocean-going ships, and it was around this point that the Euro¬ 
pean traders - Portuguese, Dutch, Prench, and British, in that 
order - who sailed up the river in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries founded their settlements. The British .settlement, 
which was established on the bulge in 1690, by Job Charnock, 
of the East India Company, and was called Calcutta, grew into 
the capital of British India ~ a position it held from 1774 until 
1911, when, in the reign of George V, the British built New 
Delhi, deeper in the interior, .so that their capital might be equi¬ 
distant from the three great imperial cities of Karachi, Bombay, 
and Calcutta. Today, the Calcutta Metropolitan District - a 
recent official designation for Calcutta and numerous surround¬ 
ing clusters of urban communities and strings of rural villages, 
each with its own more or less autonomous local government - 
sprawls over both banks of the river and extends from the town 
of Budge-Budge, ten miles below the bulge, to the new town¬ 
ship of Kalyani, forty miles above the bulge. The Calcutta 
Metropolitan District, where about seven and a half million 
people live in an area of four hundred and ninety square miles, 
has a population - and in a few cases an area greater than that 
of any one of about eighty countries in Africa, Asia, the Ameri¬ 
cas, and Europe, among them the Congo, Ghana, Tunisia, 
Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, Bolivia, Chile, Cuba, the Do- 
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minican Republic, Guatemala, Denmark, Finland, Ireland, Nor¬ 
way, and Switwrland, Flalf the population of the Calcutta 
Metropolitan District lives in Calcutta, Across the river from 
Calcutta is the second-largest urban community, the Howrah 
Corporation, Chandernagor, the original French settlement on 
the Hooghly, which is now in the process of being formally in¬ 
corporated, will be the thlrd-largest urban community. And 
there are thirty-one smaller independent municipalities. The 
majority of them date from the nineteenth century, and almost 
all of them came into cxistencG with the growth of the jute in¬ 
dustry - which was then, as it is now, the main industry in the 
area - its mills being estaUished by British businessmen all along 
the Hooghly to take advantage of water power and water trans¬ 
port. Each new mill brought with it factory workers, who settled 
near by in a sort of unplanned shanty-town, supported and 
governed by the British mill-owners to the extent that these 
owners provided a modicum of municipal services. As the popu¬ 
lation and area of the original city of Calcutta expanded, this 
series of temporary settlements became permanent Industrial 
slums. The mills, which, for the most part, are still in operation, 
and are still owned by British industrialists, are surrounded both 
by thick walls and by barbed wire and arc protected by watch- 
and-ward staffs, and they are as spacious, clean, and orderly as 
the communities outside them are congested, m.sanitary, and 
chaotic. In addition to these thirty-one small municipalities - 
almost none of them have areas of more than six square miles, 
and some of them have areas of less than two square miles - 
there arc thirty-two still smaller semi-municipalities and no 
fewer than four hundred and fifty villages. Calcutta, where the 
port facilities, the major river crossing, the financial markets, 
the fashionable residences and shops, the clubs, the official build¬ 
ings and monuments, and the main university buildings are 
situated, is alone a city in any modern sense. Except for Cal¬ 
cutta and Howrah, not one of the urban or rural communities 
has more than six thousand rate-payers, and the rates in all of 
them - with the same two exceptions - are so low that the local 
governments have no funds for providing such services as run¬ 
ning water, sanitation, public housing, health centres, and edu- 
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cation, for maintaining streets and roads, or, indeed, even for 
adequately assessing and collecting rates. (In 1963 and 1964, the 
tax receipts of Howrah came to only fourteen rupees per person, 
and the receipts of all the other communities fell far below that, 
many villages collecting less than one rupee per person.) Except 
for Calcutta and Howrah, not one of the urban or rural com¬ 
munities has any borrowing capacity, any means of undertaking 
new projects, or any chance at all of coping with the demands of 
either a growing population or a changing technology. Even in 
Calcutta, which is responsible for most of the industrial income, 
funds are not always allocated to essential municipal services, 
because these are considered non-productive investments. Owing 
to the Calcutta Metropolitan District’s importance to West Ben¬ 
gal and to India as a whole, there arc hundreds of state and 
federal government departments and agencies and many private 
organizations that arc all devoted to directing local affairs, and 
many of them have overlapping, and conflicting, jurisdictions; 
for instance, there are at least fifty bodies concerned with traffic 
and transportation. All attempts to merge the proliferating local 
governments have so far been frustrated by rivalries and pressure 
groups. 

In the pa.st, the Hooghly was the chief distributary of the 
Ganga, emptying into the Bay of Bengal at the westernmost 
point of the delta, and in the early period of Calcutta’s growth 
it was a deep, open river, offering ideal access from the Bay of 
Bengal to the inland trade. Any of the ocean-going ships of the 
time, however deep their draught, could sail in and out of the 
Port of Calcutta easily at any season, for though the flow of the 
Ganga changed as the year advanced, diminishing in the sum¬ 
mer months (April through June) and swelling in the mon.soon 
months (July through September), the current of the Hooghly 
was so strong and constant that it swept any silt out to sea or 
washed it up on the river-banks. Over the past two hundred 
years, however, the main flow of the Ganga has gradually 
shifted, and the Ganga’s chief distributary has become the 
Padma River, which runs through East Pakistan and empties 
into the Bay of Bengal at the easternmost point of the delta. At 
the confluence of the Ganga and the Hooghly - or, rather, the 


Ganga and the Bhagirathi, for this is what the upper reaches of 
the Hooghly are called - a large sand-bar has now formed, so 
that except during the monsoon season, when the Ganga rises 
over the sand-bar and feeds the Hooghly, what scant water the 
Hooghly receives is from local drainage, and, becau.^ of the 
weakened current, as much as a million cubic feet of silt a ywr 
now accumulates in the riverbed. This accumulation is steadily 
decreasing the depth of the river, its channel being clogged by 
an unending series of shoals and sand-bars, so that costly dredg¬ 
ing is required to keep it open and navigable. Even when some 
silt is washed downstream, bore tides (these occur when the sea¬ 
water trapped in the Hooghly’s broad estuary is released at high 
tide into the channel of the river) carry it back up. At one time, 
the Elooghly was free of bores in the monsoon and winter 
months, and even in the spring months high tides came only 
as far as Calcutta, and whatever damage they did to the channel 
was offset by the strong flow of the Ganga. But now, because of 
the heavy deposits of silt, the Hooghly is in such a condition 
of deterioration that even during the monsoon, when the cur¬ 
rent is at its strongest, it does little more than check the bores 
ten miles below the Port. In fact, the river is so shallow and 
constricted that the bores, which now come almost all year 
round, keep gathering more momentum, rising higher over the 
banks, and reaching farther up the river; at preseiit, during the 
powerful spring tides the bores crest as high as six feet in the 
area of the Port and race up as far as eighty miles north of it. 
Even if the river could somehow be released from the cycle of 
weak current, silt, bores, more silt, and weaker current, the life 
of the Port would still be in jeopardy, because of the sharp bends 
in the river. In recent years, the technology of shipbuilding and 
the economics of trade have led to the construction of tankers 
that often weigh forty thousand tons and sometimes weigh well 
over a hundred thousand; other heavy-cargo carriers often weigh 
twenty-five thousand tons. Such ships are built long and have a 
draught of over thirty feet. But for most of the year ships weigh¬ 
ing more than ten thousand tons or with a draught of more than 
twenty-six feet cannot risk negotiating the bends to call at Cal¬ 
cutta, Even during the high spring tides, most big, modern ships 
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must make their voyage in stages, sometimes discharging part of 
their cargo at Haldia, a subsidiary port thirty-five miles down¬ 
stream from Calcutta. As for the Port of Calcutta itself, not only 
is it far from the open sea but its wharfing and docking facili¬ 
ties, which date from the nineteenth century and are concen¬ 
trated in the central business area of Calcutta, arc crowded, 
old-fashioned, and generally inadequate. Since the height of the 
bores and the strength of the How in the river vary not just 
from season to season but from day to day, daily calculations 
have to be made to determine the size of the ships that can 
enter the port. (Pleavy bore tides decrease the berthing and hold¬ 
ing capacity by as much as twenty-five per cent.) The Calcutta 
Port Commissioners recently estimated that the average turn¬ 
around time for a ship calling at Calcutta was more than seven¬ 
teen days - the longest and most expensive turn-around time at 
any major port. 

The silting up of the Plooghly also threatens to choke off the 
supply of fresh water for much of the population along its banks. 
Apart from a number of large and small tube wells, the only 
source of fresh water for the Calcutta Metropolitan District is 
the Hooghly, the principal waterworks being situated at Palta, 
seventeen miles north of Calcutta. These waterworks were built 
in 1865 to provide filtered water for six hundred thousand or, 
at the most, a million people. At the same time, subsidiary 
waterworks were built to supply stand-pipes in the streets with 
unfiltcred water for fighting fires, for cleaning the streets, and 
for washing carriages. These waterworks distribute water only 
to Calcutta; the other municipalities and semi-municipalities - 
except for Kalyani - have no municipal waterworks and only 
very limited access to filtered water through the tube wells, and 
the villages have no filtered water at all. Even in Calcutta, the 
amount of filtered water is so limited and its distribution so hap¬ 
hazard that nearly half the population now routinely uses unfil- 
tered water from the stand-pipes for bathing and drinking, and 
in this water cholera vibrio is often found. Moreover, the equip¬ 
ment and the mains of the Palta waterworks are so old and worn 
that even the filtered water is not always free from adulteration, 
and the mains carrying the unfiltered water are often blocked 


by silt. As the current in the Plooghly has continued to slacken, 
an undercurrent of salt water from the sea has moved farther 
and farther upstream, and in the summer, when this under¬ 
current is strongest, the salt content of the river near Palta is 
often ten times what is generally considered fit for human con¬ 
sumption, So far, engineers have managed to keep on supplying 
the ration of filtered water to Calcutta by pumping and storing 
water at Palta during the hours of each day when the salt con¬ 
tent is lowest, But the salinity of the river is increasing so rapidly 
that within a few years the waterworks at Palta may be un¬ 
usable for weeks or months at a time. Even moving the water¬ 
works many miles upstream would be no more than a temporary 
solution. Throughout the Calcutta Metropolitan District, a full- 
scale water famine is an ever-present threat, 

In the entire Gangetic delta, which is flat (it is uninterrupted 
by a single hill), the only good land is along the margins of the 
Hooghly. This land, which was formed over the centuries by 
silt deposits washed up onto the banks when the river was deep 
and the current strong, is nowhere more than thirty feet above 
sea level or more than two miles wide, for it slopes sharply away 
into salt lakes, brackish streams, and malarial marshes. And 
even these stretches of good land are subject to the ravages, of 
an unhealthy climate; the delta is simmering hot for eight 
months of the year, the temperature regularly rising as high as 
iiy^F,, and it is deluged with rain for much of the remaining 
four months, when fifty out of a total of sixty-four inches of 
annual rainfall comes down in concentrated monsoon showers. 
Although the delta is crisscrossed by many small rivers and 
streams, it has always had bad drainage, and now the rivers and 
streams, too, are silting up and losing what little drainage capa¬ 
city they once possessed. During the monsoon, when even the 
comparatively high ground is flooded for weeks at a time, the 
standing water paralyses land transportation - and seeps into the 
foundations and walls of buildings - and has to be removed arti¬ 
ficially by methods that are extremely slow and costly. Most of 
the Calcutta Metropolitan District is without municipally or¬ 
ganized sewerage systems, without piped drains or sewers, and 
even without privately owned means of sewage disposal, like 
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septic tanks, Most people Have only the use of primitive com¬ 
munal latrines - low, cramped, open brick sheds with platforms 
above earthenware bowls on dirt floors - of which some two 
hundred thousand are scattered throughout the Calcutta Metro¬ 
politan District. Only Calcutta has a functioning municipal 
sewage-disposal system, but even in Calcutta the latrines are 
cleaned only erratically, and then are emptied manually into 
trailers, which carry the waste to disposal pits outside the city 
limits. Moreover, only about half of Calcutta’s area is sewered; 
in the rest, sludge and ordure are carried in a maze of open 
gutters that run along the .surface of the street, lanes, and alley- 
ways, and often alongside the worn water pipes, with the re.sult 
that seepage is not uncommon. Stoppages and backups are so 
frequent that, especially during the monsoon, the contents of 
the gutters freely overflow into the streets. Poor drainage and 
poor sewage aggravate the unhealthy conditions of life in the 
Calcutta Metropolitan District, where malaria, cholera, and 
practically all other gastro-intestinal diseases are rampant, as 
are smallpox and tuberculosis. Although in recent years malaria 
has been controlled somewhat by the constant saturation of low¬ 
lands and .stagnant waters with DDT, and cholera by compre¬ 
hensive inoculations, the Calcutta Metropolitan Di.strict has not 
been able to rid itself of cither scourge. Malaria afflicts a large 
percentage of the population, and cholera, which is often fatal, 
is endemic in the entire delta, reaching its peak in the .summer 
months of every year. The sanitation conditions, made hopeless 
by the water shortage and the water pollution, expose the Cal¬ 
cutta Metropolitan District to a permanent siege of mo,squi- 
tocs, flics, and vermin - all breeding disease, carrying di.scase, 
and spreading di.sease. 

Despite disea,se and an occasional but devastating famine, like 
that of 1943, the population of the Calcutta Metropolitan Dis¬ 
trict has been growing relentlessly. The population trebled be¬ 
tween the cen.sus of 1921 and the cen.sus of 1961, and it is 
expected that by 1986 the current population will nearly double. 
A part of this increase represents migrations from other regions 
of India. Indeed, thirty-nine per cent of the prc.sent population 
is drawn from all parts of India: merchants and financiers from 


Gujarat and Rajasthan; bureaucrats and office workers from 
Andhra Prade,sh, Madras, Mysore, and Kerala; skilled labourers 
and entrepreneurs from the Punjab; unskilled labourers and 
factory workers from Bihar and Uttar Pradesh; sweepers and 
tanners from Orissa. The migrations began early in this cen¬ 
tury, when, because of the general increase in population 
throughout India and the con.sequcnt pressure on arable land, 
farmers were forced to leave their villages and seek work in one 
of the handful of urban centres. In the Calcutta area, these di,s- 
placed farmers, who were often unable to bring their families 
with them, settled into barrackslike quarters in the AurfA (im¬ 
perfectly translated as ‘slums’), six or eight to a room, resigned to 
living under any conditions provided they could find work, save 
something to .send home to their families, and perhaps visit them 
occasionally. They generally found uncertain, temporary employ¬ 
ment as dock cooIie.s, rick.shaw-wallahs, latrine .sweepers, office 
peons, night watchmen, or fruit and vegetable hawkers, and they 
tended to live in the city as outsiders, forming enclaves, in which 
they kept very much to themselves, spoke only their own regional 
language,s, followed their own religiou,s, .sectarian, or caste prac¬ 
tices, and found jobs for new arrivals from their home villages in 
the trades in which they themselves had settled. Most of the 
minority communities entrenched them.sclves in the industrial 
areas of Calcutta and Howrah, and here they live now, as they 
did in the past, in little village-like bustis, a restless, uprooted 
population. (Owing to the presence of these workers, the ratio of 
men to women in the Calcutta Metropolitan District today is 
three to two.) In recent years, moreover, there has been another 
migration, of a different kind - an influx of destitute refugees 
from Pakistan. There was a lull in the exchange of refugees for 
some years, but they have been cording to India in increasing 
numbers ever since the religious disturbances in Kashmir over 
the theft of Mohammed’s hair and the second Indo-Pakistan war. 
At least four million refugees from Paki.stan have settled in West 
Bengal, where they now constitute ten per cent of the state’s 
population, and of these at least a million have settled in the 
Calcutta Metropolitan District. More are still coming in .search of 
assistance from relatives or the government. (About a quarter of 
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a million refugees, it has been estimated, could be resettled in 
regions like the hills and forests of Orissa, but the government 
has not been able to undertake the expensive work of clearing and 
developing such land.) Some of the refugees have been absorbed 
into the labour market; others barely subsist on what they can 
earn from such occupations as weaving rugs, knitting sweaters, 
and forging bangles. They have set up makeshift colonies where- 
ever they could find uninhabited ground - even in the swamp¬ 
land, though their reed-and-mud huts are regularly swept away 
by the monsoon rains. 

Although parts of New York and parts of Tokyo have a popu¬ 
lation density comparable to that of parts of the Calcutta Metro¬ 
politan District, it, unlike the two other metropolises, has few 
buildings more than three storeys high, and most of its people arc 
housed in one- or two-storey structures. Few of the houses are 
pul[\a structures, made of brick and cement, Rather, most are 
\utcim structures, made of bamboo, mud, or unbaked bricks. 
Except for the palatial quarters of the rich, most houses, pu{}[a or 
Hiutc'ha, have no inside plumbing, and the pu\\a structures are 
often in disrepair. Many of these structures were originally in¬ 
tended only as temporary shelters for migrant workers, but they 
now house big families. Even so, a large number of people must 
sleep in and around dockyards, in factories, in offices, in shops, 
on construction .sites, in railway stations, in hallway.s, and on 
stairways of buildings. More than half the Calcutta Metropolitan 
District is taken up by streams or by mar.sh-land that is un- 
rcclaimable for reasons of cost or technology; the demands on the 
remaining land are so intense that several hundred thousand 
people sleep out on the pavements and tens of thou,sands of people 
now live, as a matter of course, on low, undrained, di,sease- 
infested land bordering the salt marshes, Ail available public or 
private land is occupied by colonies of squatters. There is no 
place ~ not even the border of Calcutta’s refuse dump - that is left 
unoccupied. 

Unlike other metropolises that have grown up on the banks of 
rivers - such as London and Paris - the Calcutta Metropolitan 
District has been unable to spread out radially. Its suburbs have 
been forced to develop farther and farther away from the metro¬ 
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politan centre, crowding the margins of good land along the 
Hooghly, Yet every day huge numbers of people must somehow 
commute from these distant suburbs - many of which have no 
paved streets, and no room for much more than pedestrian traffic 
- to their jobs in Calcutta and Howrah, Even today, partly be¬ 
cause of topography, there arc only two main highways serving 
the Calcutta Metropolitan District - the Grand Trunk Road, on 
the west side of the river, and the Barrackpore Trunk Road, on 
the east side. Except for two major rail lines, which also run 
roughly parallel to the river, interurban transport is practically 
non-existent, and the few public buses and trams are slow and 
overburdened, The two roads must therefore carry, in addition to 
commercial and industrial traffic, hundreds of thousands of com¬ 
muting pedestrians, so at almost any time of day they are crowded 
with trucks, cars, bullock carts, rickshaws, bicycles, pedestrians, 
and pack animals. Of the two, the Grand Trunk Road, which 
connects the Calcutta Metropolitan District with the coal fields 
and steel mills of the industrial region, is by far the more im¬ 
portant, But in the area of the Calcutta Metropolitan District even 
this road is narrow and in bad condition, and it passes through 
very congested parts of the metropolis. Until the end of the nine¬ 
teenth century, Calcutta's position on the east bank of the 
Hooghly, .separated from the land to the west, was not a serious 
disadvantage, for the city’s rai.son d’etre was shipping. But when 
land transport was developed, in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, its major facilities, like the Howrah Railway 
Station, were necessarily built on the west side of the river, while 
the water-transport facilities, like the Port, remained on the east 
side. There is only one bridge across the Hooghly in the Calcutta- 
Howrah area - the Howrah Bridge, This is Calcutta’s single 
point of access to the rest of the country. ‘Indian economists pon¬ 
der; What is the point of struggling to industrialize the country, 
of building steel mills, if one cannot adequately transport sup¬ 
plies, labour, and finished products?’ Paul Grimes once wrote in 
an article on Calcutta in the New Yor\ Times, 'What is the point 
of growing tea and jute, the biggest earners of foreign exchange, 
if one may be unable to get them to world markets? Without 
foreign exchange, how can the country buy generators for power 
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plants, petroleum for trucking, tractors for farmland, aircraft for 
defence?’ 

The partition of India dislocated the entire economy of West 
Bengal, and particularly that of the Calcutta Metropolitan Dis¬ 
trict, parts of which are only thirty miles from the Pakistani 
border. Not only was West Bengal deprived of important markets 
in East Bengal but its industry and agriculture were also severely 
handicapped. Before Partition, for instance. West Bengal de¬ 
pended heavily on East Bengal for rice, and from eighty to ninety 
per cent of the jute processed in the Calcutta Metropolitan Dis¬ 
trict also came from East Bengal. When that supply of jute dried 
up, at least a million acres of land in West Bengal had to be 
diverted from the cultivation of rice - which is still West Bengal’s 
biggest crop - to the cultivation of jute. Tlie jute induistry, how¬ 
ever, has still not entirely recovered. In 1963 and 1964, industry 
in the Calcutta Metropolitan District absorbed, at most, a million 
workers - two hundred and thirty thousand in the jute industry, 
four hundred and thirty thousand in other organized indu.stries, 
like heavy engineering, and three hundred thousand in ‘cottage 
industry’, defined as any industry employing fewer than ten 
workers and relying on electric power, or employing as many 
as twenty workers but not relying on electric power. Work 
conditions in most of the factories are as grim as those in 
nineteenth-century London, and work conditions in cottage 
industry, which is spread throughout the hustu^ are still worse. 
In the Calcutta Metropolitan District, there is chronic unem¬ 
ployment and chronic underemployment in all industries, in 
all occupations, and at all income levels. There are at least 
four hundred thousand adult males with no employment, and 
no one seems to know how they manage to stay alive. Female 
workers have two main occupations - domestic service and 
prostitution. 

In recent years, the Calcutta Metropolitan District has made so 
little progress in extending education that a lower percentage of. 
children attend .school in its urban communities than in .some of 
the rural areas in the state; at the time of the 1961 census, nearly 
half of the population over five years of age in the Calcutta 
Metropolitan District was illiterate and nearly half of the persons 
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who could read and write were only semi-Hteratc. The majority 
of the schools in the Calcutta Metropolitan District are run not by 
the government but by private charitable organizations, and, 

, whether private or public, most of the school buildings are dis¬ 
mal, cramped rented or requisitioned tenements, with no facilities 
for playing, eating, or washing. To achieve the national aim of 
giving fret; compulsory education to all children between the 
ages of six and fourteen by 1986, Calcutta alone must provide at 
least a million three hundred thousand additional school places 
by that time, and at least a hundred new primary .schools and a 
thousand new teachers every year, even if every school is used for 
double shifts and the city does not try to lower the high student- 
teacher ratio that exists now. In secondary education, the 
problems are equally formidable. Furthermore, the Calcutta 
Metropolitan District is the country’s most important intellectual 
centre, educating about thirteen per cent of all the students en¬ 
rolled in colleges and universities in India, but its university, 
which is the largest in the world - in 1966 it had an enrolment of 
a hundred and thirty-five thousand regular smdents, along with 
.sixty-five thousand students taking external degrees - has been in 
turmoil for many years, its academic life disintegrating rapidly 
under the pressure of its numbers, 

To describe conditions even in Calcutta alone, observers have 
resorted to epithets like ‘slum of the world’ and ‘city of death’, 
and have strained for analogies to convey their impressions, as in 
this passage from the "Mew Yor\ Times article by Grimes, which 
superimposes Calcutta’s problems on New York: 

New York is the only major port in the United States except for 
San Franci,scn (like Bombay) far to the west. There Is no Boston, no 
Norfolk, no St Lawrence Seaway to Chicago. The indu.strial com¬ 
plexes of Pittsburgh, Detroit, and Birmingham are all concentrated 
near Albany. The only highway from there to New York is the Albany 
Post Road. The Phtdson River is so full of silt that fewer and fewer 
freighters can reach the West Street clocks each year,.. The municipal 
water supply is growing dangerou,sly salty and unsafe to drink or use 
in industryBlock-long lines of desperate seekers of menial jobs 
wait outside employment agencies, In the shadow of the Waldorf- 
Astoria is a shanty town where thousands of persons live in the worst 
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imaginable squalor, Times Square swarms with beggars, many of 
them blind, deformed, or leprous. 

When a people’s will to protest against intolerable conditions 
- and this will is considered by .some political thinkers to be as 
important for economic development as for political change - 
finds expression in the Calcutta Metropolitan District, it is likely 
to take the form of explosive demonstrations and pointless acts of 
public violence, which then suddenly subside without bringing 
about any improvement. Although the Calcutta Metropolitan 
District has a very low rate of reported crime compared to any 
Western metropolis - many busti areas have no record of crime 
at all - public demonstrations and outbursts, some of them cul¬ 
minating in looting, arson, and killing, have become common¬ 
place in recent years. Hardly a month goes by without a major 
strike over working conditions, a hartul over government policy, 
or a riot over some major grievance. Recently, in Calcutta, eighty 
tramcars were burned in a month-long riot over a token raise in 
tram fares, even though the new schedule had pegged the fares to 
the distances travelled so equitably that .some passengers would 
actually be paying less than before; in March 1966, during a gen¬ 
eral strike in West Bengal that was accompanied by riots, thirty- 
nine people died and the estimated loss from the work stoppage 
and the destruction of public and private property was put at 
sixty-five million rupees, or more than half the total revenue re¬ 
ceipts - one hundred and ten million riqx’es - budgeted by Cal¬ 
cutta for the fiscal year 1965-6. For many years, the ,Calcutta 
Metropolitan District’s most outspoken political representatives, 
some of whom belong to left-wing parties, have been elected not 
from the poorer constituencies, which often return conservative 
or Congress candidates, but from the richer ones; yet even the 
constituents with some money and education, who feel that 
things can be changed, and arc aware that they ctin choose from a 
variety of political ideologies and candidates, seem to ignore 
local issues, like water siqiply, housing, and education, and mobi¬ 
lize and demonstrate only over big national questions, like the 
Indian government’s legislation on language or religion, or over 
international question.s, like Rrlti.sh policy in Rhode.sia or the 
deployment of the United States Seventh Fleet. The explanation 
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most commonly advanced for the general inertia in local matters 
is that the widespread poverty induces such passivity and resig¬ 
nation that any condition, however seemingly intolerable, is en¬ 
dured, It is said that even when the poor arc aroused to an act of 
protest they are not capable of sustaining it, and that in the 
inertia of its population the Calcutta Metropolitan District is like 
any other poverty-stricken community where conditions for revo¬ 
lution exist without the will to revolution. Bengali intellectuals, 
however, maintain that the demonstrations and act,s of public 
violence have so far served as a safety valve for pent-up emotions 
but that they have only postponed the revolution that will one 
day topple the established order. These intellectuals point out 
that Calcutta is currently a centre of Communist activity in India, 
the ideologies here spanning the spectrum from conventional 
Marxism to the latest variety of Maoism. (In Calcutta, the Com¬ 
munists publish, by one count, a daily journal, three weeklies, 
and twelve monthlies, and occupy positions of power on other 
journals, in government, and in student, peasant, and labour 
organizations.) Some of these intellectuals are fond of repeating 
Lenin’s dictum ‘The road' to world revolution leads through 
Peking, Shanghai, and Calcutta.’ 


Come Again If You Lem the City 

Plane descending to Calcutta. View from air: Flat, wet land. 
Coconut palms. Dark, muddy Hooghly. Mills strung along the 
river like beads, Factories, Flovels. Touch down at Dum-Dum 
Airport, Hot enough to fire bricks, New airport road. More 
hovels. Stench. Taste of grime in the mouth, Maelstrom of 
traffic. Roar of humanity. 

The Grand, best hotel in Calcutta, on fashionable Chowringhi 
Road, Best neighbourhood, Offices, shops, hotels, museum. Sign 
in the room cautions against drinking tap water. 

Alongside Chowringhi, the famous Maldan - Indian Flydc 





402 tDMRAft OP tNOU 


Park Two miles long, a mile wide. Green. Cosmopolitan. Girls 
in frocks and boys in knickers playing hopscotch, babies in prams, 
young men with books of Bengali verre, Europeans, athletes at 
gymnastics, masseurs giving rub-downs on the ffStdR, sadhm. 
Monuments to soldiers and viceroys. Tall column to Sir David 
Ochterlony, a soldier in India for fifty years. At one side of 
Maidan, Victoria Memorial, white marble edifice with dome, 
surrounded by lakes and well-maintained gardens. Notices for¬ 
bidding games or running in the gardens. At other side of 
Maidan, vast outline of Fort William, then river. Briti.sh Cal¬ 
cutta called ‘village of palaces’, and around Maidan are grand 
residences, grand government buildings. Ftitjadcs, mock-Gothic 
and colonial, now crumbling. Streets - Wellc.slcy, Cornwalli.s, 
Amherst, Curzon. Clubs - Turf Club, Swimming Club, Calcutta 
Club. Two racecourses, two golf courses within city limits of 
Calcutta. 
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and nose ring^ Bearded Sikhs in pyjamas and Bengali 
gentlemen m dhom - umbrellas in their hands, Snatches of ron- 
versation in, seemingly, every Indian tongue. 

^ Bengalis talkative, ebullient, charming people. Gall themselves I 
the French of the East’. Everywhere, emanation of Tagore, who, ! 
they say, started ‘India’s intellectual renaissance’. Shelves of books 
by Tagore, about Tagore, dedicated to Tagore. Everyone con¬ 
stantly invoking the Bengali contemporaries and successors of 
Aurobindo, the novelist Sarat 
Chant ra Chatterji, the mystic Ramakrishna, the social reformer 
Ram Mohan Roy, the revolutionary Subhas Chandra Bose, and 
the Nightinga c of India’, Sarojini Naidu. Also, the musician Ali 
Akbar Khan, the dancer Uday Shankar, the painter Jamini Roy, 

and the film director Satyajit Ray. 


Head offices of the Statesman, Edited by an Englishman, A. E. 
Charlton. His telephone keeps ringing. 'Yes, it’s raining,’ he says 
into telephone. ‘Yes.. . What? ... Your ants were very right. 
Congratulate t|,e ants.’ ITicn, to me s ‘That was my right-hand 
man here, He told me this morning that it would rain, because he 
had seen a heap of ants coming out of their hole, and he rang me 
up to tell me the ants were right.’ 

Howrah Bridge. People taking the evening air. Dramatic bore 
tide, Jetties bobbing, small boats hurrying to middle of river. 

Indian heirs. Harri.son Road now Mahatma Gandhi Road, 
Lansdownc now Sarat Bose Road, Wellesley now Rafi Ahmed 
Kidwai Road, Old and new names u.sed interchangeably. Even 
residents have two surnames, Anglicized and Bengalicized - 
Chatterji and Chattopadhya, Banncrji and Bandhopadhya, Mu- 
kherji and Mukhopadhya, New residential areas - Alipore, Bally- 
gunge, Tollygungc. Restaurants - the Peiping, the Blue Fox, the 
Bar-B-Q) the Kwality. Fi.sh and sweetmeats. Cinemas. Indian 
sahibs in raw-silk bush shirts, Indian memsahibs in saris with 
wide, rich borders. Women in tribal drcs.s, complete with anklets 


I Dinner at the residence of a rich Bengali. Walled compound 
with cast-iron balustrades, beds of flowers, rococo fountain, 
marble nudes. House with several inner courtyards, halls, chan¬ 
deliers, mirrors. 

Unpainted buildings with rash of signs advertising businesses 
on all floors. On sidewalks and streets, bamboo-and-burlap lean- 
to,s prostrate bodies with bundle.s, sacred bulls chewing on husks 
of coconut. Smells - dung, urine, sweat, incense, jasmine. Women 
scooping up and patting cow dung, and other women cooking on 
fires of cow-dung chips. Heat at 117“. Children washing in 
runnels. 0 

Roadside stalls, Signboards i 'Four Annas Shave, Eight Annas I 
Headcut, Ten Annas Singeing Ladies Heads’. ‘Loafer’s Delight | 
Restaurant. Mutton Cutlis Our Specialty. Eat Them, Enjoy ? 
Them, Repeat Them.’ Pfl/i-wallahs folding Individual scented , 
betel leaves stuffed with lime, catechu, betelnuts. Ice-men. She^ !; 

bet-wallahs - cool blends of fruit juices, served in gaudy glasses. j 

Fortune-tellers and astrologers. More hawkers and vendors, with I 
Coconut meat and coconut milk, coir intoxicants and arrack, lotus 

flowers. Other aromas! freshly ground pomegranate seed, cod- ( ^ 
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ander seed, cumin seed,' mustard seed; mint, ginger, cardamom, 
turmeric, cinnaipon, cloves, bay leaf; ghi, chillies, peppers, chut- 
neys. Narrow, cobbled streets, and more stalls, more kiosks, more 
bazaars. X bookseller and publisher, a goldsmith, a butcher shop 
with goats being driven in through the door. Everywhere: 
'Ba\sheeshl .., Baksheesh !... Ba\sheeshl’ 

Visit to'a ksti with M. S. Guha Mustaffi, assistant engineer, 
Calcutta Corporation., Huddles of red tile roofs crowding both 
sides of a paved street. Streets packed with milling, barefoot 
people and inquisitive, half-naked children, old cows, and stray 
dogs. Pu{\a houses, but mouldy and decaying. Maze of spidery 
alleys, gullies, and'footpaths leading away from the street. 
Ordure, rotting garbage, and mud underfoot. Overhead, wet 
clothes, a jumble of colours. A narrow vacant lot jammed with 
milch cows - the infamous }{hml, or cattle pen. Now an agglu¬ 
tination of wattle-<md-daub \utcha huts and houses, all with 
common walls. Near them, a tube well and, beside it, gutters and 
a latrine. More huts. Miserable stalls of vendors. A water tap and 
an endless line of women waiting with buckets. ‘The kstis are 
on private land,’ Guha Mustaffi is saying, ‘but the Corporation 
tries to provide tube wells and water pumps whenever funds per¬ 
mit.’ Duck through, low, narrow doorway into courtyard. Open, 
smoke-filled, unpaved, muddy, used communally for washing 
clothes and utensils and for bathing, Clustered around courtyard, 
a few windowless cubicles. Families of a bus-driver, a fruit seller, 
a taxi-driver, a taijor live in them. Go into a cubicle. Cement 
floor. Above, roof tiles. A single hemp charpoy. A few shelves 
holding a few utertsils -• iron griddle, rolling pin, pan and pot, 
rnortar and pestle. Wife of Yusuf Mohamme^ fruit seller, small 
and full of smiles, dressed in cotton sari printed with flowers. 
Brood of children. ‘It is very hot here in the day,’ she says. ‘Only 
in the evening a little breeze comes. But it is Allah’s will’ 'Do 
you get enough to catf’ Mustaffi asks. ‘Fie makes only three 
rupees a day, and our rent is sixteen rupees a month,’ she says. 
In the doorway, a man. ‘You lie. The rent is only twelve rupees 
a month,’ he says. Altercation. Mustaffi explains that system is for 
the actual landlord to rent a house to one tenant, who sublets 
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rooms to subtenants. The man in the doorway, Isaac,, is the tenant 
landlord of the .subtenants, Isaac complains. Collects sixty rupees 
monthly from subtenant!!, but Corporation taxes and landlord - 
Addy, of Addy Estates - take more than twenty rupees. Leave 
nothing to live on. Visit Moti Jheel (‘pearl lake’) Busti. Gets name 
from actual stagnant pond. Other kstis, with roofs of tile, tin, or 
jute sacking. Shatubabu Lane Busti, Bibi Baghan Busti; Tan^a 
Busti, 90 and no Linton Street Busti, Bedford Lane Busti,. Collin 
Street Busti, Elliot Road Busti. Southeast linjits of Calcutta, and 
Dhapa, the city’s huge refuse dump. Dhapa: open trailers piled 
high with refuse are pulling up and unloading on great rubbish 
heaps. All around, bleak, desolate encampments. A slaughter¬ 
house, A butchered cow wheeled by, Human figures, mostly 
women, scavenging in the heaps. Beyond, marsh-land. 

Look through Calcutta Hak Bqo\ for tourists. Come upon an 
appeal -■ in disconcerting English - some of which reads like an 
official apologia, some like a personal letter. Appeal opens, ‘Cal¬ 
cutta has been variously described as the city of nightmare, the 
city of processions, the city of filth and squalor; etc,, etc,,' but 
continues with an optimism as charming as it is pathetic ; 

But here live some 30 lakhs of people in .about 30 sq, miles, 
Here you will find the multi-storied skyscrapers-proudly raising their 
high heads to the still beyond sky, having a broad base of slum area 
built of mud and tiled houses. 'You will find here miles of uitfer- _ 
ground sewer through which a man can even walk erect, carrying filth / 
and dirt to the outskirts of the city, and you will also find vast areas 
with service latrine where night-soil has yet got to be removed in 
Buckets by human agencies. Vast Concrete and Asphalted streets 
bordered on both sides by huge buildings will greet you on your entry 
to the city from the east or north whereas your entry from the west oV 
south may possibly sicken you with sights of poor living conditions of 
the large number of refugees, sailors or seamen who throng the 
areas... 

You want a stroll? Go right along the Ganges [Hooghly] by Strand 
Road right up to the Dock areas, You feel tired in your unaccustomed 
long-distance walk? Just sit along the Bank of the Ganges and as our 
Commissioner says, throw pebbles into the water. The ‘Tup-Tip,’ 
sound will possibly sooth your nerves... 
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You want a ride on the boat In the rainy season, you are told you 
can have your ride on the very streets of Calcutta... 

Do you feel depressed for all our commissions and omissions? Why 
not sec the night life of Galena and the West Bengal Government's 
Tourist Bureau is at your scnice to oblige you... 

Still not satisfied? Then you_ better^ go to cither of the Coffee 
Houses. Here you will find budding politicians or scholars calmly but 
passionately discussing the evils of the World and you vvill find your 
problem solved in no time... But if you... crave for majestic isolated 
travel - hail one of our Rickshaws - still drawn by your fellow brother 
who will run for Your Majesty at the risk of their lives and neitha 
your pity nor your wrath will help them if pu just do not like to 
avail yourself of their services... The Chowringhcc and Central 
Avenue Dalhousie area will cater to your needs, if you can pay for it... 
A large number of Restaurants of the Park Street will be at your 
service with dinner, dance and whatnot... 

Yes - Yes - We know. You find Garbages heaped in streets. Taxi- 
wallas evading your calls, water supply not adequate, hazards of using 

a public conveyance, etc,, etc. _ _ 

But let us have our say. Our per capita income is Rs. 19-58 [19 
rupees and 58 pices] and not Rs, 53-43 as in Bombay or elsewhere... 
We have to look after a vast number of refugees who arc yet to find 
their way towards a means of livelihood. You ask, why cannot we 
increase the per capta income if Bombay can do so? Well, well - why 
do we grow Jute to earn foreign exchange for India when we can 
grow paddy to feed our people? Why do we pay most of Income Tax, 
which is di,stributed to other province to_mcct their needs? Many 
such questions can be asked, but who is gning to answer them? 

The truncated Bengal is now Calcutta. Here come [^ple from all 
other provinces, form their own communities, live in peace with 
Bengalees, cam for their families, and send their earnings to their 
native provinces. We cannot tax them... You live with us and proly 
ably prefer to share our comparatively cheap living, and we prefer to 
live moderately so that we may yet exist as Bengalees. Cities other 
than Calcutta are cosmopolitan, but Calcutta still remains a city of 
Bengalees.., 

Don’t tell us about our failings and shortcomings. We know it all 
and we are being reminded of it daily. If you find anything g^, tell 
others. Live with us in peace and come again if you leave the city. You 
are welcome. i 

This morning, I go, by prearrangement, to Rakhal Das Addy 


ClTYOFDRaADFtlLJtlOHT 407 

Road and to the offices of Sanat Kumar Addy, a landlord whose 
holdings include properties - the Shatubabu Busti and 90 
and no Linton Street Busti among them > and also houses in 
other parts of Calcutta and an entire bazaar. Rakhal Das Addy 
Road i.s some distance from Chowringhi, in a poorish neighbour¬ 
hood, This road, like most roads in Calcutta, Is narrow, but, un¬ 
like mo,St) it is relatively quiet. The offices, a couple of rooms that 
occupy the ground floor of a two-storey structure, are indistin¬ 
guishable from those of any other traditional Indian business 
establishment. There is one long main room with shelves and 
steel cuplwards along the walls, all crammed with ledgers done 
np in jute sacking. In the back of the room is a platform about a 
foot high covered with a clean white cotton cloth, on which, bare¬ 
foot, a half-dozen bespectacled bahus wearing white \urtas and 
dhotis sit crossleggcd, poring over more ledgers. In front of the 
room is a long tabic, around which the seths^ or rich men, of the 
busincs.s, also in \urtas and dhotis^ sit in chairs, conferring, A 
brand-new pack of cigarettes and a brand-new box of matches, 
which are set out on a little white tin plate in the centre of the 
table, are the only touches of modernity in the musty office. As is 
the cu.stom in such establishments, no general introductions are 
made, but a chair is brought up and placed for me beside Addy, 
who is an elderly man with a weasel-like face and a circumspect 
air. Behind rimless glasses, his eyes are friendly, and when he 
smiles he reveals a few chipped teeth. 

I ask Addy how he got into the real-estate busine,ss. 

‘The business was started by my grandfather,’ he says. ‘The 
house I live in was built by my grandfather. I live there with my 
relatives - we all live in the same house as a joint family, and they 
are co-owners of the Calcutta properties. The house has seventeen 
or eighteen rooms. We once had a rice business, but the govern¬ 
ment has taken away our rice fields, and now our Calcutta 
properties are our only source of income,’ 

I ask him if he inspects his properties in the bustis, 

We are handicapped,* he says. ‘In practice, wc have no status 
as landlords in the bustis, We are only de facto landlords, with 
no power to act. Since 1937, the courts have administered our 
busti properties through a receiver. It’s up to the courts to make 
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any improvements, and even the courts can’t^do anything un¬ 
less the tenant pays a reasonable amount of rent.’ 

Very milky tea is now served in teacups, with a couple of bis¬ 
cuits on each saucer, and over the tea I learn that the receiver, 
Niha Ranjan Ghosh, is at the table, and that the other men 
around it are partners and associates of Addy. ^ 

‘As a receiver, I am responsible for administration and main¬ 
tenance of the property and for distribution of income to the 
co-owners of the property,’ Ghosh tells me. ‘We receivers are 
compensated by the court, but my com()ensation amounts to 
only a few thousand rupees a year. But I also have my law prac¬ 
tice.’ 

I ask Addy about the extent of his holdings m the busUs. 

‘We own altogether about sixteen or seventeen busti houses 
and wc have from three hundred to three hundred and fifty 
tenants,’ he says. 

I ask him how much rent he collects from the busti houses. 

He becomes noticeably wary. ‘It varies,’ he says. ‘Supposing 
a single family has had the lease of the same busti house for 
three or four generations - then the family may pay only eight 
annas per month per \uiiti, which is seven hundred and twenty 
square feet. The highest amount wc can get per \um is sixteen 
rupees a month. In Linton Street, I have sixty \utuis, and I am 
getting from a hundred and thirty to a hundred and forty rupees 
per month from them as rent, yet I hear that the land in the 
neighbourhood of Linton Street is selling very high - from 
twenty to twenty-four thousand rupees per \utUi, Then, too, the 
tenants who rent busU houses from us may sublet rooms in the 
houses as long as they continue to live in the houses, and we 
can’t evict them. We must go to the court. Landlords who don’t 
have the money to fight in the court for six, seven, or eight 
years can’t even litigate, and so they sell their holdings for noth¬ 
ing, because who wants to buy property where the rents arc 
token, where the tenants can’t be disturbed, and where the busti 
houses can't be torn down? I have spent thousands and thou¬ 
sands of rupees litigating. I spend all my time litigating. Noth¬ 
ing ever comes of it, but at least it kills time.’ 

As I am leaving, he says, ‘Every busti landlord in Calcutta 
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would Stand to multiply his income many hundredfold if all the 
busti houses were razed tomorrow. We don’t want to own bustis 
any more than anyone wants to live in them. Wc would all like 
to help the poor bustUMh' 

Lrom Rakhal Das Addy Road, I go to an appointment with 
B. Malik, the Vice-Chancellor of Calcutta University. Malik is a 
pleasant, thoughtful man, who looks younger than his age, 
which is seventy-one. 

I am at least trying to do something about the administra¬ 
tion of the university before I leave the place,’ he tells me, ‘Let 
me give you an example of the kind of mess it is in. There is a 
very learned Sanskrit lecturer here, Bhatabi Ram Shastri. He 
was offered a better appointment at another university, and a 
proposal was made to keep him here by upgrading his post. The 
pro[,)osal went from one committee to another, and after two 
years it reached the senate, which represents faculty members, 
deans, and graduates. The senate agreed to upgrade him. But 
then someone in the senate spoke up and said that since Bhatabi 
Ram Shastri had been waiting for two years, the upgrading of 
his post should be retroactive. Someone else said that in that case 
Bhatabi Ram Shastri should give up his two years’ salary retro¬ 
actively, The post had not been advertised publicly. If it had 
been, Shastri might have lost out to another applicant, in which 
case he would not have been receiving any salary at all from the 
university for the last two years. Wonderful, to upgrade a man’s 
post for his benefit, and in the process to take away his salary 1 
I had emergency powers to make the appointment, and I im¬ 
mediately used them to make his upgrading retroactive. Some¬ 
one else in the senate now spoke up and said, “Sir, you took 
over as Vice-Chancellor a few months after his appointment came 
up for upgrading. Therefore, how can you retroactively up¬ 
grade him?’’ Our senate is full of wayside lawyers. With the 
help of the Ford Foundation, which has taken a special interest 
in Calcutta, we are now trying to streamline the administra¬ 
tion.’ 

I ask him what other steps are being taken to improve con¬ 
ditions in the university. 

‘We scarcely know where to begin,’ he, says. ‘We are a very 
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poor university ~ for scventy*five per cent of our financing we 
are dependent on student fees. The colleges are spread out all 
over the city, and there is almost no social contact between 
students and teachers. We don’t have many residential facilities, 
and w don’t know where or how most of our teachers and 
students live. We don’t know what happens to the students after 
classes, and we don’t inquire. One consequence of this is that 
they get involved in every major riot in the city. The university 
is bedevilled with strikes, and examinations and degrees are 
continually being put off.’ 

Afterwards, I have a drink with Samar Sen, the editor of a 
new intellectual English-language weekly called Now, and some 
of his friends, at his house. Every ash-tray is full, and the atmo¬ 
sphere is a little feverish. The talk always returns to Now, and 
the best-known Bengali man of letters writing in English, Nirad 
Chaudhuri, and his Now articles, of which the following pa^ 
sage is fairly typical; 

... If I were a sphinx of granite with only the bi-ains of man and 
bent on intellectual laughter, I should today burst into such a peal of 
guffaw as with their reverberating ha-ha would crack the vast dome 
(rf the firmament. But I am a bundle of nerves and flesh, and I suffer. 
I am swept off my feet at intervals by uncontrollable gusts of rage at 
what I see. I feel like picking up a cat-o’-nine-tails and laying about 
among our politicians, or want to seize, a machinegun to mow down 
the mob or, better still, a flamethrower to cauterize the earth of a sup¬ 
purating vileness. I feel like going abroad to preach a crusade like 
Peter the Hermit, although my efforts might turn out to be only as 
laughable as Don Quixote’s, and the result as pitiful as the Children’s 
Crusade, But in actual fact I can only gnash my teeth, and tear, my 
hair. 


It’s the CryingBaby that Gets Picl{edUp 

In the days I spend going around Calcutta, I constantly ask 
myself, 'Can anyone be held accountable? Can things be 
changed? Where is help to come from?’ I seek out political 
figures, government officers, some Ford Foundation planners 
recently arrived to attack the problems of the Calcutta Metro- 
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politan Di,strict. Most of these men work out of the buildings 
in and around Chowringhi or in near-by Dalhousie Square.Some 
of these buildings lie so close to the Port that they seem to be 
right on the docks. From the inside, .some of them have the 
' feeling of old ships retired from Her Majesty’s service, as if long 
ago they had sailed up the dark, alien river and been abandoned 
there by their masters. 

The Central Municipal Office Building is a huge four-storey 
structure, built in 1872. It now serves as headquarters for the 
municipal government of Calcutta. The Mayor, P. K. Roy 
Chowdhury, who governs Calcutta with the assistance of a coun¬ 
cillor from each of its hundred wards, receives me in a large, 
formal-looking hall lined with impressive official portraits. At 
one end is an enormous conference table, and at the other are 
pveral capacious black leather sofas. The Mayor, a gentle-look¬ 
ing elderly Bengali, is ensconced on one of the sofas. He is 
dressed entirely in white, and, besides the \um and the floor- 
length, flowing dhoti and the open leather sandals that Indian 
politicians invariably seem to wear, he has a white shawl around 
his .shouIders._ A number of Bengalis, also in {urtas, dhotis, and 
sandals, are sming around him on the other sofas, chatting and 
laughing, drinking tea, and eating sweetmeats and savouries. 
The Mayor introduces them as councillors. They all seem to 
be named Chatterji or Bannerji or Mukherji - the Bengali equiva¬ 
lents of Smith and Jones and Brown. 

‘I myself entered politics as a councillor, but I’m a doctor by 
profession, the Mayor tells me. ‘I became a councillor not for 
political reasons but for medical reasons. I wanted to do some- 
thing about the health problem in the Calcutta Corporation. As 
a councillor, I was chairman of the Standing Health and Bust! 
Improvement Committee for six years. I got a lot of satisfaction 
from doing work for t.b. control, hospital improvement, and 
soon.’ 

I ask the Mayor what, specifically, is being done about the 
numerous problems of Calcutta. 

‘We have several organizations that are concurrently seeking 
to improve conditions in Calcutta and all its suburbs. For 
example, we have the Calcutta Metropolitan Planning Organ- 
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ization, which is getting experts and money from the hord 
Foundation. It is doing the planning for the whole of the Cal¬ 
cutta Metropolitan District, Its work has been expedited by the 
West Bengal government, and I hope its plans will be carried 
out one day. The Calcutta Improvement Trust, which was 
formed in 1911, and which gets almost five per cent of the Cor¬ 
poration’s revenue, does things like taking a [)lot of land from 
us, developing it, and returning it to our jurisdiction. The 
Founders’ Municipal Association does good work, too. But we 
have not made much progress, because every problem requires 
money. We have twenty-five thousand municipal employees, 
such as clerks, police, and sweepers, and fifty per cent of the 
income of the Corporation goes to pay them.’ 

I ask him what is being done about the problem of the water 
supply, for instance. 

‘We have two water mains - one sixty-two inches in diameter 
and the other seventy-two - to carry filtered water from Paha to 
Calcutta, a hundred and fifty big-diameter tube wells, and fifty 
thousand small-diameter tube wells,’ he says. ‘We have started 
chlorinating our unfiltered water, and have thus brought down 
the incidence of cholera. Now we also have a scheme to augment 
the supply of filtered water by sixty million gallons per day, but 
it will take from a year to a year and a half to carry it out. 

Next, I meet the Commissioner of the Calcutta Corporation, 
H. C. Mukherji, who heads the municipal civil service and 
supervises the work of all its officers and employees, Flis office, 
which is near by, also has formal furnishings and an informal 
atmosphere, with councillors and other officials coming and 
going, taking refreshment, and exchanging small talk. 

'My field has always been engineering, valuation, planning, 
and administration,’ the Commissioner tells me. ‘In the begin¬ 
ning, I trained as a civil engineer. After that, I qualified as a 
chartered surveyor in England. Except for some nominal changes 
in day-to-day administrative procedures, I wouldn’t say that I 
have been able to change the administration of the Corporation 
in ways apparent to everyone.' 

A burly man stops by, The Commissioner introduces him as 
the chief engineer of the Corporation, and explains that, he is in 
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charge of all the municipal engineering works, plans, and 
estimates. 

‘Calcutta’s worst problem is that it was never planned,' the 
chief engineer observes. 'The city has grown up without anyone's 
ever expecting it to have any future.’ 

A mild-mannered grey-haired man wearing spectacles now joins 
us. Me is the health officer of the Corporation, and his duties 
including supervising municipal sanitation, hospitals, labora¬ 
tories, and cremation grounds, and seeing to vaccinations and 
inoculations. ‘Diseases go in cycles,’ he says, ‘In the last two 
years, we have been very lucky. The diseases have been on a very 
small .scale. But this is the epidemic year in the cycle, and the 
epidemic might break out at any time,’ 

‘Calcutta is a bundle of problems,’ the Commissioner says. ‘I 
once took a couple of Ford Foundation experts from the Calcutta 
Metropolitan Planning Organization around the city, and I told 
them, "Gentlemen, I am waiting to see how bold you are. If it 
were up to me, I would crash down a good part of Calcutta." ’ 

The Writers' Building, a block of red buildings built in 1880, 
take their name from the junior clerks of the East India,Com¬ 
pany, known as ‘writers’, who once lived in them. They now 
serve as headquarters for the West Bengal government, and in 
them I talk with a number of Ministers of the Congress govern¬ 
ment of West Bengal The Minister of Public Works of West 
Bengal, K. N. Das Gupta, receives me in his office, a large room 
with three air-conditioners stacked on top of each other in one 
window and all going at full speed, A half-drawn curtain divides 
the room into a sort of drawing room, which contains comfort¬ 
able-looking chairs, and a sort of study, which contains a desk, a 
reclining chair with a well-worn cushioned footrest,, and a bed 
with smooth, clean sheets, 

‘We are now beginning to construct special housing units for 
factory workers,’ the Minister tells me, ‘Recently, we advertised 
three hundred new two-room flats for such workers, and w.^ 
received twenty-six thousand applications. A committee has 
begun screening the applicants.’ 

He gets up, moves slowly across the room, adjusts the blinds. 
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and absentmindedly serves me coffee. 'Because of the emer¬ 
gencies of the Chinese Invasion and the Indo-Pakistan war, we 
got only two crores of rupees a year for housing during the Third 
Five Year Plan,’ he says. ‘Now, for the period of the Fourth Five- 
Year Plan, we are asking for twice as much a year, most of it 
from the central government. But all this is just manoeuvring. 
We have to ask for a lot to get anything at all.’ 

The Minister for Local Self-Government for West Bengal, 
S. M. Fazlur Rahman (he is also Minister of Animal Husbandry, 
Veterinary Services, and Fisheries), whom I meet next, is a 
Muslim in his fifties, dressed in Punjabi-type pyjamas and a 
\una, ‘I am responsible for dispensing assistance to municipal 
governments in West Bengal, including any notified area author¬ 
ity,’, he informs me, putting his feet up on a footrest. ‘A notified 
area authority is an officially recognized new area that aspires to 
the status of a municipality.’ 

I comment on the bewildering number of municipalities 
already existing in Greater Calcutta. 

‘You must calls this “Metropolitan Calcutta”, not “Greater 
Calcutta”,’ he says. ‘The term “Greater Calcutta” should be 
reserved for the day when Calcutta is a developed city. Now, 
about the subject you raise, perhaps it would be a good thing to 
have some of the municipalities consolidated one day. But in a 
democracy you cannot do things without taking into account the 
interests of everyone concerned. Much, much legislation is re¬ 
quired before any consolidation can take place. In my three 
years’ tenure, I have so far been able only to consolidate two 
municipalities into one and to link up one municipality with the 
Howrah Corporation.’ . 

The Chief Minister of West Bengal, P. C. Sen, to whom I pay 
my last visit in the Writers’ Buildings, sits behind a large semi¬ 
circular desk with chairs ranged in a semi-circle to his right and 
left. He talks to me between hearing petitioners, who enter, 
make their requests, and depart. 

lask him how he got into politics. 

‘1 went into Congress politics formally in 1920, when Mahatma 
Gandhi gave the call,’ he says. ‘Between 1914 and 1920,1 was 
somewhat loosely connected with the revolutionary movement 



CITY OF DREADFUL NIGHT 4x5 

of West Bengal. Part of that time, I was a student at the Scottish 
Church College, in Calcutta.’ 

He orders coffee and cashew nuts, and goes on to talk about 
various obstacles to getting things done. ‘Even when we do have 
the resources, we can’t change things quickly, becau.se we’re a 
democracy,’ he .says. ‘We had to stop work altogether on the 
important new road from Dum-Dum Airport in Calcutta because 
a group of refugees had squatted on a piece of land it had to 
cross. It took us a year to gain legal possession of that land. It is 
a matter of people trying to assert their rights.’ 

I ask him about the increasing public violence in Calcutta., 

^ He gives me what I have come to recognize as the Congress 
line. ‘It is caused by political agitators who have no u.se for the 
ballot box and who are interested only In .seizing power,’ he says. 
‘The Maoist Communists have a cadre of saboteurs all their own, 
and now some of them are even talking about calling in a 
Chinc.se Army of Liberation. They say that a.s .soon as this Army 
of Liberation comes, all the travail and suffering of India will 
be over. We have had to put some of these Communists in jail 
because of their connection with Communist China.* 

At Congress Party headquarters for West Bengal, I call on 
Atulya Ghosh, the Confess boss who - with two other party 
bosses, S. K. Patil, Union Minister of Railways, and Sanjiva 
Reddy, Union Mimster of Transport, Aviation, Shipping, and 
Tourism - is considered to be all-powerful at both state and 
national levels; the triumvirate, which dominates the Congress 
Party leaders, known collectively as the ‘Syndicate’, is said to 
have engineered the election of Mrs Gandhi as Prime Minister. 
Ghosh turns out to be a tall, heavy-,set Bengali in his early sixtic.s, 
with well-groomed white hair. He is dressed in \una, dhoti, and 
sandals, and he is wearing, incongruously, a pair of large, round- 
rimmed dark glasses and is .smoking a cigar. 

I ask him about his role as ‘kingmaker’, 

‘I have no official position in the government,’ ho .says, in a 
big, booming voice. I am not a Minister, I am not a mayor - 
how can I have any power? There can’t be any position of 
personal power in a democratic party like the Congress. Oiu! 
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person may become popular or strong, but by himself he can do 
nothing. It is all teamwork. In fact, I can’t understand the 
interest in me. The other day, somebody wrote to me from a 
university in England and said he was doing a thesis on me and 
wanted personal details. I detest all this interest in me. I’ve done 
what I could for my country. I joined Congress as an ordinary 
volunteer when I was fifteen, and Thave spent, all told, ten or 
eleven years in British jails. I have given my life to the party, 
and have remained a bachelor, even though I came from a very 
good family - my mother’s side was well known for its literary 
activities and my father’s side was well known for its money - 
and had many matrimonial proposals.’ 

I ask him about the threat to continued Congress rule. 

‘Eighty per cent of the agitation here is by refugees for whom 
there is nothing on the horizon,’ he says. ‘The remaining twenty 
per cent of the agitation is by students who have no future. They 
are all frustrated human beings, with no real politics to speak of.’ 

(In subsequent elections in West Bengal, the Congress Party 
was all but obliterated. The state is at present ruled by the United 
Front, consisting of about a dozen parties, led by the Com¬ 
munist Party of India, Marxist.) 

Utpal Dutt, a talented Bengali playwright, actor, and director, 
who is known for his Maoist radicalism, has just been released 
from Calcutta’s Presidency Prison, where he was held for six 
months, under the Defence of India Rules, along with many 
other political activists who were arrested in Calcutta during 
the second Indo-Pakistan war. It was generally assumed that the 
cause of his arrest was a series of vitriolic attacks he had made 
on the Congress Party. He had, for instance, contributed to Now 
an article entitled ‘The Indian Kulturkampf’, in which he struck 
out against the Congress Party and its ‘kept press’ and traced 
what he regarded as a ‘resurrection of fascism’ and a ruthless 
suppression of all intellectual dissent to the Congress Party’s 

cynical exploitation of the border issue with China. 

In October 1962, with the Chinese invasion [he had written] a 
chauvinism of the most degenerate kind raised its head... VicL 
slogans were raised primarily by leaders of our ruling party.. . It was 
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always Uc Dragon’, ‘the Yellow Peril’, ‘the Yellow Rats’, ‘the Yellow 
Pirates'.^,. There was certainly a keen competition to coin picturesque 
obscenities involving the snub nose, sallow complexion, and silken 
barbarism of the Chinese.. . But the most devastating was his [the 
Union Home Minister’s] warning to those Communists who ihink 
India is wrong on the border issue. T’o think is now dangerous 
business. ° 

To meet Dull, I go to the Minerva Theatre, a shabby old 
structure in an impoverished area of Calcutta, where he directs 
his own stage company, called the Little Theatre Group, in per¬ 
formances of his own play.s, often acting in them himself. 
Vagrants are hanging around the box office. In the lobby, more 
vagrant,s are .sitting on benches under posters and photograph,s 
advertising Kallol, a historical drama by Dutt about a naval 
mutiny in Bombay during the last year of the raj and about the 
Congress Party’s compomising role in it. Up,stairs is Dutt’s 
office, a faded room with peeling walls and windows that seem 
never to have been washed. All over the ffoor are haphazard 
piles of papers and junk, and in the middle of the room arc two 
wooden tables. At one table, two men are bent over stacks of 
coins, which they are counting aloud, over and over again. At the 
second table sits a dark, stocky man of medium height in a 
stuped Americap T-shirt. He has wavy hair and a beard and 
moustache, and wears glasses. This is Dutt. 

I a.sk him how Mol is being received - like everything 
he turns his hand to, the play is surrounded with 
controversy. 

Ever since we opened, more than a year ago, the Congres,s 
government of West Bengal, which is es,seiuially a commtna'l 
establishment of high-caste Hindus, has been looking for an 
excuse to close the play,’ he says. ‘But Mol has been such a 
popular success that they haven’t dared to do it. The Congre,ss 

up that part of history. It has seen to it that even the Riti.mal 
Archive,, have only two typewritten pages with .some .schoolboy 
ac s about le mu ay We had to do research for three yea s 
find out w at mally happened - how Congre.ss betra t 

Indian people. The people are nowrealizingtfoutherell^ 
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be enough food in the country as long as the Congress Party is 
in power,’ 

I ask him what) precisely, he means. 

‘It is obvious that the Congress Party’s power depends upon 
the support of the profiteers and hoarders, so the Congress Party 
protects them,’ he says. 'The people haven’t got anything to eat. 
But now they demand more than food, more than kerosene, The 
general strike and the riots in West Bengal last March prove 
this. Now the people are getting ready for a much bigger 
struggle. As yet, the people haven’t quite realized how they 
should go about overthrowing this Congress government. When 
the pple fully realize how weak the Congress government is, 
there will be violence. Some terrible things will have to happen 
before anything good can happen. 

I ask him if he has a Communist revolution in mind. 

‘I think Communism offers a solution to India s problems,’ 
he says. 

As we talk on about politics, it becomes clear that his own 
violence takes the form of words and art, and that in respect to 
specific Indian problems he is as thoroughly confounded as his 
chosen enemies. Yet one thing appears to set him apart, and this 
is that the signs of disturbance in his mind seem also to be .signs 
of his personal torment over the problems he speaks about, 

‘I have had a chequered past,’ he tells me at one point, ‘My 
father was an agent of materialism - he was a gendarme, and 
the police were the backbone of the raj. Yet I was able to see 
through it. I had a middle-class education, but T lived in Cal¬ 
cutta, in the middle of these streets and bastls. I formed the 
Little Theatre Group, and we began doing plays In English for 
middle-class audiences. But in recent years we have been perform¬ 
ing in Bengali, and only in the working-class area.s of the city 
and in poor villages. Revolutionaries are born of contradiction,’ 

A new building on Lower Chiepur Road (the street was re¬ 
named Rabindra Sarani not long ago, but it is still called by the 
old name) houses the offices of the Calcutta Metropolitan Plan¬ 
ning Organization, which since 1961 has been preparing a .series 
of plans for the regeneration of the metropolis. The introduc- 
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tory volume of the .series, entitled Bmc Dmlopmcni Pkn; 
Calmtta Metrofwlitm Dhtm, has just been issued, 

Although it is intended as a master plan for development and in¬ 
cludes specific recommendations for immediate action, it seems 
to lie haunted by the afflictions that paralyse the mctrofmlis, 
and reads throughout more like a diagnostician’s report than a 
prescription for a remedy. To get a first-hand impression of what 
the planners think, I spend some time talking with M. G. 
Kutty, an Indian, who i.s the director of the Cakutta Mctropli- 
tan Planning Organization; Dr Colin Ros,stT, a British social 
anthropologist, who is the consultant on eoirirnunity facilities 
and services for the Ford Foundation group; and C. Prc,ston 
Andrade, an American architect and urban planner, who is the 
director of planning for the Ford Foundation group, 

Kutty, a tall, heavily built man in his forties with a chubby, 
boyish face and pomaded hair, sports a mustard-yellow bush 
.shirt with a silky finish and lounges in a comfortable-looking 
chair like an old'fa.shioned bureaucrat. 'Perhaps you would like 
to .start the discussion, and summarize the history of planning 
in Calcutta,’ Kutty .says, turning to Ro,s.scr. 

Rosser, who is .short and compactly built, and is drc.ssed in a 
short-sleeved .shirt, a baggy pair of trousers, and sandals, i.s 
perhaps forty, and has the appearance of .someone who has spent 
hi.s life burrowed deep in work. ‘The fact that the Calcutta 
Metropolitan District is the world’s worst area for endemic 
cholera attracted the attention of the World Health Organiza¬ 
tion, and in 1959 they .sent a team here to find out what could 
be'done to reduce the incidence of all gastro-cnceric disea,scs,’ he 
says. ‘The team recommended preparing a ma.stcr plan for water 
and sanitation, and the work on the plan was begun with finan¬ 
cial help from WHO and the U.N. Special Fund. But it was 
realized quite early on that the problems of the mctropoli.s re¬ 
quired a much broader attack. The preliminary vi.sit of our 
Ford Foundation people followed, and the West Bengal govern¬ 
ment .set up the C.M.P.O. and charged it with the task of pre¬ 
paring a comprehensive development plan. That was in July 1961, 
and^ .since then the Ford Foundation ha.s been helping the or¬ 
ganization with a group of professional advisers. A succession of 
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people have come and gone, and there are about twenty of us 
here now.’ 

‘May I interject something here by way of explanation, 
Colinf’ Andrade asks. He is tall and lean, with sharp, clean 
looks, and has dark-brown eyes and light-coloured hair^thans 
turning white. ‘Although our experience in most cases is with 
Western cities, we make a cultural adaptation quickly and have 
developed a considerable familiarity with the problems of the 
metropolis of Calcutta.’ 

I ask Rosser and Andrade how they happened to become in¬ 
volved in planning for the Calcutta Metropolitan District. 

‘I was with the Indian Army during World War 11 , and got 
interested in India,’ Rosser says. ‘After the war, I went to Cam¬ 
bridge, where I read anthropology. I came out to India again 
for field research. I went to Katmandu, where I got interested 
in urban areas, though the happy hunting ground of most an¬ 
thropologists is the villages. When the Ford Foundation was 
looking for people who had worked in Indian cities - or, at 
least, were interested in Indian cities - it asked me if I would 
come to Calcutta, and I came, intending to stay here two 
months. I’ve stayed four years. It’s very hard to di.sengage one¬ 
self from Calcutta.’ 

‘We all have our particular stories of involvement with the 
Calcutta project,’ Andrade says. 

‘Until the C.M.P.O,, no one seems to have taken any interest 
in the city,’ Kutty says. ‘Even basic statistics and basic engineer¬ 
ing surveys didn't exist. In other metropolises, which already have 
all the statistics and surveys, the preparation of such a master 
plan would have taken a decade. We've done it from scratch in 
five years.’ 

‘We weren’t even able to find an epigraph for the plan, 
though we searched the literature,’ Rosser says. ‘Calcutta has 
produced so many famous men that one would have supposed 
it would be easy to find one good comment on the place. Not at 
all. Take Tagore. There isn’t one good word about Calcutta in 
all his writings. He rejected the city, left it, and founded Shan- 
tiniketan University, in Shantiniketan, a hundred miles from 
Calcutta. The only comment that even came close to the kind of 
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thing we were looking for was something Mrs Gandhi said the 
other day, and she was speaking not about the problems of the 
p cutia MetTopolitan District but about the problems of all 
India. She said, ‘It’s the crying baby that gets picked up." Cal¬ 
cutta cries rom time to time -mostly in public violence.’ 

1 he problems encountered in a metropolis of Calcutta’s popu¬ 
lation, complexity,_ and economic significance are greater than 
those encountered in many sizeable nations,’ Andrade says. ‘The 
population of the Calcutta Metropolitan District is soon expected 
0 exceed Australia’s. The planning that’s going on at the 
C.M,I.O. now is comprehensive not only in the sense that it 
brings together various disciplines, like hydrology, engineering, 
economics, and sociology - many of the physical and social 
sciences - but in the sense that it considers all aspects of the needs 
of the community rather than each aspect as a separate entry in 
he ledger of credits and debits. We don’t talk about the pJob- 
1 cm of pioviding housing m terms of building number of 
bousmg units. Ihe focus of our planning is not just building . 
number of housing units but providing a suitable infrastructure 
for an integrated, comprehensively designed human city. This 
includes environmental .services - that is, shelter, water, drain¬ 
age, sewerage, refuse collection, and utilitic.s; and social services 
- mat IS, education, welfare, health, employment, and trans¬ 
portation. What I’m saying is that it’s easy enough to recognize 
the problems qualitatively, but it takes a good deal of work to 
analy,se them quantitatively.’ 

‘We have to remember to set our sights on things we have 
some hope of achieving,’ Kutty says. ‘Until recently, there wasn’t 
even such a thing as the Calcutta Metropolitan District, And the 
Water and Sanitation Authority, formed this year by the Wc,st 
Eengal government, Is the fir,st body to have jurisdiction over the 
entire District. Our hope is that the formation of similar metro¬ 
politan authorities for education, housing, transportation, and 
so on, wi 1 pdually achieve a kind of dc facto, consolidation of 
municipalities. The greatest need at the moment is for a plan¬ 
ning authority, because you can’t just produce a plan and go 
away and leave it,’ ^ 

lo give you a concrete example of the kintls of problems we 
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ate up against in planning, take housing,’ Rosser says, ‘The 
housing emergency here requires not only the replacement of 
the inadequate housing of most of the present population ^ 
seven and a half million but the provision of neiv housing to take 
care of the population increase five million expected over the 
next twenty years - an increase that will give us about two hun¬ 
dred thousand new people to house each year. If the average size 
of a family is five, you need roughly forty thousand new housing 
units a year just to cope with the population increase, and even 
if we could somehow build these units, that would do nothing 
for the people who are already here, eighty-five per cent of whom 
arc living in housing units that do not meet the government s 
minimum standard of forty square feet per person. Say you 
wanted to do as much for the old population as for the new - 
you’d need at least eighty thousand new housing units a year. 
Now, the present annual rate of construction here is only about 
six thousand pu\f[a housing units. To raise that figure to eighty 
thousand units a year, or even to forty thousand, would involve 
an enormous development of the construction industry, to say 
nothing of the development of related industries, like utilities. 
Even if the industries could somehow be developed, the problem 
of paying for the housing units would remain. Eighty thousand 
new housing units a year over the next twenty years would cost 
at least thirteen hundred crorcs of rupees. This is a truly astro¬ 
nomical figure for the budget of the entire country, let alone the 
budget of a single urban district. So the only thing we have been 
able to do in the plan is to suggest stopgap measures. Thus, wc 
recommend building \utcha structures, of mud and thatch, with 
a life of ten or fifteen years, and perhaps building pu}(l{a struc¬ 
tures later, when we have more money, The minimum cost of a 
^iikha unit is between a thousand and fifteen hundred rupees, 
whereas the minimum cost of a pu\\a unit is eighty-five hun¬ 
dred rapees.’ 

‘May I interject a comment?’ Andrade says. ‘What wc are 
really doing now, and what, to a very large extent, wc arc bound 
to do, is simply to build better Imiis, The snag in the bustis 
already built is that the environmental services arc either in¬ 
adequate or totally non-existent. Consequently, one of the ideas 
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that wc’rc working on k to see whether the sites of buslh can be 
elected in the fumre by planners rather than haphazardly by 
individual landlords, as they arc now,’ 

The selection now is so haphazard that large areas in the 
centre of the city of Calcutta are covered with l>ustis>' Ros,ser 
says. 'This is a totally uneconomic use of the land, so in the plan 
wc recommend measures that would relate busti clearance from 
the centre of the city to the development of satellite towns, where 
there will be some opportunity to earn a living.’ 

'In a society Initiating a really fundamental development 
programme, the question of priorities is a very important one,’ 
Andrade says. ‘For instance, how high do you rate investment 
m housing - which is economically unproductive even though it 
may be of great human importance - compared to, say, invest¬ 
ment in education, or even in transportation? Now, in our view, 
the priorities that attach to public investment in housing are very 
low compared to, say, rcmscitating the Hooghly.’ 

‘Calcutta’s worst problem is simply that it is on the wrong 
side of the river,’ Rosser says. ‘At one stage of the plan, wc 
actually considered moving the river to the cast of the city, but 
that proved impractical, so other steps are being taken to resu.s- 
citate the Hooghly, The central government is building an 
arrangement of dams and channels - the Farraka Barrage - a 
hundred and sixty miles north of here, at the junction of the 
^nga and the Bhagirathi, where the sand-bar has formed. 

should increase the flow of Ganga water into the 
Hooghly, Meanwhile, the Port Commission has started a pro¬ 
gramme of dredging the river above and below the Port, and 
training” the river - that is, constructing barriers to guide the 
mam flow of the water. This should increase the depth of the 
channel and prevent further erosion of the banks. These mea- 
^res should help to push the salinity line thirty miles down. 
Other recommendations of the plan arc building new pumping 
stations on the river to supplement the water supply from Palta; 
building more bridges, among them one in the Calcutta-How- 
rah area, to relieve the congestion on the Howrah Bridge, and 
one north of here, between Kalyanl and Bansberia, to help to 
develop new satellite towns in that area; building new national 
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highways and arterial roads; and developing the port at Haldia 
so that it can take bulk cargoes. The plan originally called tor 
an expenditure of a thousand crores of rupees over the next 
twenty years, but, unfortunately, no more than a hundred crores 
have been allocated for the first five years, so we’ve had to lower 
our, sights.’ 


Notes and Thoughts on Calcutta's Imperial Past 



Cities of India, by Sir George W. Forrest (190;?); The harly 
Annals of the English in Bengal, edited by C. R. Wilson (1895- 
1911); Old Fort William in Bengal, edited by Wilson (it)o6): 
Bengal in ^ 1 '^= Ittrpcrial 

Gazetteer of India] and other books to hand. 

1498. Vasco da Gama opens Indian Ocean to the West. 

1510. Affonso de Albuquerque takes Goa for Portugal, 

1530. Portuguese vessels begin frequenting the Ilooghly. 
Ships as far as bulge of land, small native craft to Satgaon, the 
the commercial centre near by. Gradually build trade in Bengal 
silk, muslin, lac, sugar, rice. Trading posts on I looghly, 

1600. Charter of East India Company by Elizabeth. 

1625. Dutch sail up Hooghly. 

1639. East India Company founds Madras, first important 
British settlement in India. 

1687. James II gives East India Company right to establish 
civil government in Madras. Mayor, aldermen, burgesses, guild¬ 
hall, schoolhouse, jail, municipal salaries. 

1688. French settlement at Chandernagor, on Flooghly. 

1690. Job Charnock, of East India Company, founds British 

settlement, later Calcutta, at riverside village, Sutanuti. Sutanuti 
has already supplanted Satgaon. Charnock is .said to have liked 
to hold court and smoke a hubble-bubble under a banyan tree in 
Sutanuti amid mud huts of fishermen. Imperial Gazetteer, 
‘Several reasons led to the selection of this place as the head¬ 
quarters of British trade in Bengal. The Hooghly River tapped 
the rich trade of the Ganges Valley, and Calcutta was 
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situated at the highest point at which the river was navig¬ 
able for,sea-going vessels; it was protected against attack by the 
river on the west and by morasses on the east’, Derivation of 
name Calcutta unknown, Perhaps from Kalikotta, a village bor¬ 
dering on Sutanuti, or from Kalighat (‘landing place of Kali’), 
on the Hooghly. According to one Hindu legend, in the ‘age of 
truth’ the patriarch Daksha, who was the father of Kali, the 
death goddess, made a sacrifice in order that he might be blessed 
with a son. He neglected to include Kali’s husband, Shiva, in the 
ceremony. Kali, insulted and injured, killed herself, Shiva, grief- 
stricken, speared her body with a trident and carried it through 
creation, threatening, in madness, to destroy the world. Vishnu 
intervened. Saved the world by throwing a discus at the body of 
Kali, scattering her fragments all over the world. Wherever the 
fragments fell, the ground was sanctifed. The most sanctified 
place was Kalighat, on the Hooghly, where the toes of Kali’s 
right foot fell, (Public religious rites held for Kali every year in 
Calcutta.) 

ibcjC. The Nawab of Bengal, deputy of the Mogul emperor in 
Delhi, grants British settlers permission to build fort to protect- 
trading interests. Called Fort William, after William of Orange. 

169K British settlers lease Sutanuti, along with Kalikotta and 
adjacent village, Goblndapur, from Nawab for thirteen hundred 
rupees a year. Expand settlement. 

1707. East India Company forms the township of Calcutta, 
which by now has wharf, barracks, hospital, church; Bengal a 
.separate Presidency, on par with Bombay and Madras, the com¬ 
pany’s two other Indian Presidencies. 

1710, Calcutta’s estimated population ten thousand. 

1717. Fort William completed. East India Company leases 
thirty-eight more villages on banks of Hooghly. 

1727, Calcutta organi'zed into municipality, with mayor and 
nine aldermen, to collect ground rent and town dues for repairs 
of roads and drains, 

1741, Fort William as altered and expanded: Large, irregular 
tetragon overlooking Hooghly. Brick. North side three hundred 
and forty feet long, south side four hundred and eighty-five feet 
long, east and west sides each seven hundred and ten feet long. 
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Stnall) square bastions at corners, connected by curtain walls of 
cemented thin tile bricks - eighteen feet high, four feet thick. 
Inside the fort: Governor’s House, magazine, military stores, 
dispensary, smithy, barracks, prison, warehouses, armoury, 
laboratory, etc. All around the outside of fort, houses of officers 
and employees, 

1750. Calcutta’s estimated population two hundred thou.sand. 

1756. Succession of new Nawab of Bengal, Siraj'Ud*daula. 
Differences with the British, Nawab attacks and captures Fort 
William. Some British escape to ships on Hooghly, but others 
are left behind. A hundred and forty-six said to be confined on 
20 June in fort’s prison, the so-called Black Hole, a room about 
fourteen by eighteen feet, where all but twenty-three of them 
die of suffocation, The Black Hole tragedy chief event in Cal¬ 
cutta's history; at least one historian says British Indian Empire 
its consequence. Celebrated account of it in a letter by a sur¬ 
vivor, J. 2 . Holwell, magistrate; 

Before I conduct you into the Black Hole, it is necessary you should 
be acquainted with a few introductory Circumstances'. Tire ffiiba 
[Nawab] and his troops were in possession of the fort before six in the 
evening. I had in all three inteniews with him: the last in Durbar 
before seven when he repeated his assurances to me, on the word of 
a soldier> that no harm should come to us; and indeed I believed his 
orders were only general. That we should for the night be secured; 
and that what followed was the result of revenge and resentment in 
the breasts uf the lower Jemmautdaars [‘jemadars’, or Indian junior 
officers]... 

We were no sooner all within the barracks, than the guard advanced 
to the inner arches and parapet^wall; and with their muskets pre¬ 
sented, ordered us to go into the room at the southernmost end of the 
barracks, commonly called the Black-Hole prison; whilst others from 
the Court of Guard, with clubs and drawn scymitars, pressed upon 
those of us next them. This stroke was so sudden, so unexpected, and 
the throng and the pressure so great upon us next the door of the 
Black-Hole prison, there was no resisting it; but like one agitated wave 
impelling another, we were obliged to give way and enter; the rest 
followed like a torrent, few amongst us, the soldiers excepted, having 
the least idea of the dimensions or nature of a place we had never 
Deem for if we had, we should at all events have rushed upon the 


guard, and been, as the lesser evil, by our own choice cut to pieces... 

I got possession of the window nearest the door, and took Messrs 
Coles and ,Scot into the window with me, they being both wounded 
(the first I believe mortally),.. 

Figure to yourself, my friend, if possible, the situation of a hundred 
and forty-six wretches, exhausted by continual fatigue and action, 
thus crammed together in a cube of about eighteen feet, in a close 
sultry night, in Bengal, shut up to the eastward and southward (the 
only quarters from whence air could reach us) by dead walls, and by 
a wall and door to the north, open only to the westward by two 
windows, strongly barred with iron, from which we could receive 
scarce any the least circulatinn of fresh air... 

The moment I quitted the window, my breathing grew short and 
painful... 

I laid myself down on some of the dead behind me, on the plat¬ 
form; and recommending myself to heaven, had the comfort of 
thinking my sufferings could have no long duration,.. 

At this juncture the Suba, who had received an account of the 
havock death had made among.st us, sent one of his Jemmautdaars 
to inquire if the chief survived, They showed me to him; told him I 
had appearance of life remaining, and believed I might recover If the 
door was opened very soon, This answer being returned to the Suba, 
an order came immediately for our release, it being then near six in 
the morning,.. 

The little strength remaining amongst the most robust who .sur¬ 
vived, made it a difficult task to remove the dead piled up against 
the door; so that I believe it was more than twenty minutes before 
wm obtained a passage out for one at a time,.. 

When I came out, I found myself in a high putrid fever, and not 
being able to stand, threw my,self on the wet grass... 

The rest, who survived the fatal night, gained their liberty, ex¬ 
cept, Mrs Carey, who was too young and handsome. The dead bodies 
were promiscuously thrown into the ditch of our unfinished ravelin, 
and covered with the earth. 

1757. British force under Clive and Admiral Watson, arriving 
in Bengal from Madras, defeats Siraj-ud-daula and French at 
Plassey, a village on the Bhagirathi. British given compensations, 
zmindari (proprietorship) over Calcutta, right to establish mint, 
etc. (In due course, British advance from Bengal to re.st of India.) 
Clive begins work on New Fort William, near the original 
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Fort William. Imperial Gazetteer ‘Modern Calcutta dates from 

17*57/ . , 

1758. East India Company removes goods from Fort William, 
now used exclusively as military barracks. (Later, Holwcdl, hav¬ 
ing become Governor of Fort William, erects memorial obelisk 
at place where his fellow-sufferers were but ied.) 

1759. Thirty vessels call at Calcutta. Main exports opium, ,silk, 

muslin, indigo, saltpetre. Main import bullion. 

1760. Area between Fort William's East Gate and Black Hole 
prison made into temporary church. 

1764. Civil authority over much of Bengal conferred in per¬ 
petuity on East India Company by reigning Mogul emperor, 
Shah Alam. Centre of East India Company’s power shifts from 
Madras to Calcutta. 

1767. Fort William, with new buildings added, made into a 
customhouse. Wilson’s Old Fort William in Bengal', From this 
time onwards its fortunes steadily declined.’ 

1773. New Fort William completed, at cost of two million 
pounds, and jungle around New Fort, cleared for military rea¬ 
sons, becomes Maidan, Customhouse now called Old Fort 
William. 

1774. British Parliament invests control of East India Com¬ 
pany’s Indian possessions in Governor-General and Council of 
Bengal. Sets up Supreme Court in Calcutta, which now officially 
becomes capital of British Empire in India. 

1780. British Calcutta ‘village of palaces’. But Indian Calcutta 
very different. William Macintosh’s Travels in Europe, Asia, 
and Africa {ijh)'. 

It is a truth that, from the western extremity of California to the 
eastern coast of Japan, there is not a spot where judgement, taste, 
decency, and convenience are so grossly insulted as in that scattered 
and confused chaos of houses, huts, sheds, streets, lanes, alleys, wind¬ 
ings, gullies, sinks, and tanks, which, jumbled into an undistin¬ 
guished mass of filth and corruption, equally offensive to human 
sense and health, compose the capital of the English Ormpany's 
Government in India. The very small portion of cleanliness which it 
enjoys is owing to the familiar intercourse of hungry jackals by night, 
and ravenous vultures, kites, and crows by day. In like manner it is 
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indebted to the smoke raised on public streets, in temporary huts 
and sheds, for any respite it enjoys from mosquitoes, die natural 
productions of stagnated and putrid waters. 

1818, Old Fort William demolished. 

1819, Foundation stone of new customhouse laid. 

1821,1-Iolwell’s obelisk, which has fallen into disrepair, pulled 
down. 

1850. Calcutta’s estimated population four hundred thousand. 

^ 1S54. First jute mill in Bengal. Jute, woven on hand looms, 
m common use in Bengal villages in eighteenth century, but 
only in nineteenth introduced to England, where process of 
bleaching and dyeing is soon mastered. Imperial Gazetteer'. ‘If 
it may be said that Bombay is built upon cotton, it is no less true 
that Calcutta is built on jute.’ 

1858. East India Company tranfers its functions in India to 
the British government. 

1874. of Howrah Bridge, giving Calcutta overland 
access to rest of India, where roads and railways in process of 
development. 

1875. British get control of Suez Canal. More and more sea 
trade. More and more steamships - Peninsular & Oriental Steam 
Navigation, British India Steam Navigation, City, Clan, Harri¬ 
son, and Anchor lines, Bengal gaining monopoly of many of 
India’s exports - jute, coal, tea, hides, linseed, lac. Imports in¬ 
clude textiles, metals, machinery. 

1876. Calcutta^ Corporation constituted, with elected and 
appointed commissioners. Completes a drainage scheme, in¬ 
creases supply of filtered and unfiltered water, etc. 

1882, Mr R. R. Bayne, of East Indian Railway Company, 
while digging foundations for new Railway office building, dis¬ 
covers wall of Old Fort William. 

1883. Bayne reports his discovery to Asiatic Society of Bengal, 
excidng interest of another Englishman, Dr H. E. Busteed, who 
continues excavations. 

i88fi. March. Visit of Lord and Lady Dufferin to Calcutta. 
Extract from Our Viceregal Life in India, by Lady Dufferin : 

This being emr last duy at Calcutta, we crammed a little sight- 
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seeing into it. D. and I went with Dr Busteed to look at the site of 
the Black Hole. This gentleman ... has worked away until he has 
discovered the exact spot where it was, besides collecting all the in¬ 
teresting details concerning that terrible disaster. Having found the 
place, which is now part of a courtyard leading to the Post Office, 
he has laid down a pavement the exact size of the little room called 
the Black Hole’, and has put up a tablet to explain this fact. Dr 
Busteed gave me a little model of the place as it was, which shows 
that it was not a ‘hole’ but a room... 

Dr Busteed is very anxious to put up a stone to show where it 
[Hdlwell’s obelisk] stood, and to place in the church a tablet with 
die names of the persons who died in the Black Hole, which names 
Holwell had been at some pains to preserve, He (Holwell) was 
painted by Sir Joshua Reynolds with the plan of the monument in 
his hand, and his descendants, who live in Canada, have the picture, 
and sent Dr Busteed a photograph of it. 

1886. May. Dr Busteed writes to a Colonel Trevor: 

The excavation was allowed to remain open for some short time, 
and attracted very numerous visitors and received much popular 
attention. The Government of Bengal with ready interest sym¬ 
pathized in the generally-felt desire that so very historical,a site 
should be marked, and directed that what, for the present, was con¬ 
sidered the most practicable thing under the circumstances should be 
done - namely, that as the roadway under which the chamber lay 
was essential to the Post Office traffic, the excavation should be filled 
in and decently paved over with granite, and that a tablet bearing 
this inscription should be placed on the most convenient spot near: 
THe stone pavement close to this marks the position and size of the 
prison cell in Old Fort William, known in history as the Black Hole 
of Calcutta.’ 

1889. An eighteenth-century map of Calcutta and Old Fort 
William found in British Museum. Proves erroneous some in¬ 
ferences Busteed drew from his excavations and published in 
his workEchoes from Old Calcutta, 

1891. C. R. Wilson, with map, begins further excavations, 
which continue for years. 

1900. Lord Curzon convenes meeting in yard of General Post 
Office. Considers que.stion of another Black Hole obeIl.sk. 
Assembly decides to remove massive masonry gate at one end 
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of yard and pave with black marble the part of pri.son site not 
covered by building. 

1901. Census, Calcuttahs population eight Inmdred and forty- 
eight thousand. Howrahhs a hundred and fifty-eight thousand 
Total population of other suburbs a hundred and one thou,sand 
Population of metropolis of Calcutta exceeded only by popula¬ 
tions, severally, of, metfopolise.s of London, Con,stantinople, 
Paris, and Berlin. In Calcutta, fifty-seven languages - forty-one 
Asiatic, sixteen non-Asiatie. Greatest rate of population increa,se 
in the most crowded wards. Ratio of males to females two to one. 
Very high mortality rate. 

1902. Lord Curzon delivers address on the occasion of un¬ 
veiling marble obelisk in Calcutta to commemorate dead of 
Black Hole : 

I daresay that the worthy citizens of Calcutta may have b«n a 
good deal puzzled on many occasions during the past four years to 
see me nimmaging about this neighbourhood and that of the adjoin¬ 
ing Po,st Office in the afternoons, poking my nose into all sorts of 
obscure corners, measuring, marking, and finally ordering the ercc- 
tion of marble memorials and slabs. This big pillar, which I am now 
about to unveil, and the numerous tablets on the other side of the 
street, are the final outcome of these labours, But let me explain how 
it is they have come about and what they mean. 

When I came out to India in this very month four years ago fas 
Viceroy of India], one of the companions of my voyage was that de¬ 
lightful Ee/joe; from Old Calcutta, by Mr Bu,stecd, formerly well 
known as an officer in the Calcutta Mint, and now living in retire¬ 
ment at home. Tliere I read the full account of the tragic circum¬ 
stances under which Old Fort William, which stood between the site 
where I am now speaking and the river, was besieged and taken by 
the forces, of Siraj-ud-dauia in 1756, and of the heroism and suffer¬ 
ings of the small band of survivors who were shut up for an awful 
summer’s night in June in the tiny prison known as the Black Hole, 
with the shocking result that of the 146 who went in only 23 came 
out alive. I also read that the monument which had been erected 
shortly aftcr^the disaster by Mr Holwell, one of the survivors, who 
wrote a detailed account of that night of horror, and who was after¬ 
wards Governor of Fort William, in order to commemorate his 
fellow-sufferers who had perished in the prison, had been taken 
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down, no one qoiee bows why, in or aliont (he yejr .Sen Ml Mr 
Z d went n to l-nt, ns I think very nRhlly, Ha whera. 
fa L yeers *r their doth Calcofa had presemnl the ntenory 
of these unhappy victims, ever since that time, now ujlily liars 
fgo toe had ken no monumcnl, no. even a slab or an nisenplion, 

to record their names and tlieir imtimelv fate. 

It was Mr Bustcecl’s writings accortiingiy tiiat first caiiwi my tintrii- 
tion to this spot and that induced me to make 
study of the entire question of tint site tmd surround.ng of Mi 1 r 
Wiiiiam, The whoie tiling is now so vivid in my mimis eve iliat 
never pass this way without the Post Mflice and Mustom l louse and 
the modern aspect of Writers’ Buildings Wing out of my sight, 
while instead of them I see the walls and hasiioiis of ilte old fort 
exactly behind the spot where I nmv stand, with ns eastern gate 
and the unfinished ravelin in front of tlie gate, and tlie diit h in front 
of the ravelin into which the bodies of tliose wlio lia. died in die 
Black Hole were thrown the next morning, and over wliiih iTolwdl 

erected his monument a few years later. 

Nearly twenty years ago Mr Roskcil Bayne, of die Bast Indian 
Railway, made a number of diggings and measuremeiiis iliat liroiiglit 
to light the dimensions of tlie old fort, now almost eiiiirelv covered 
with modern buildings; and I was fortunate enmigli wiieii U'amc 
here to find a worthy successor to him and coadimor to myself in die 
person of Mr C. R. Wilson, of the Indian Educaiion Depariment, 
who had carried Mr Bayne’s inquiries a gotid deal Birilier, cleared 
up some doubtful points, corrected some errors, and fixed with actiir- 
acy the exact site of the Black Hole and oilier feaiures of die fort. All 
of these sites I set to work to commemorate wiiile liie knowledge 
was still fresh in our minds, Wlierewr the outer or inner line of die 
curtain and bastions of Old Fort William had not lieeii Iniilt over I 
had them traced on the ground witii lirass lines let inio sioiie “ you 
will see some of them on tlie main .steps of tlie Post Oflke - and I 
caused white marble tablets to be inserted in tlic walls of (lie adjoin¬ 
ing buildings with inscriptions stating what was tlie part of the old 
building that originally stood there, I think tliat there arc some dozen 
of these tablets in all, each of wliich tells its own talc. 

I further turned ray attention to the site of the Black Hole, which 
was in the premises of the Post Office, and could not lie seen from the 
street, being shut off by a great brick and plaster gateway. I had this 
obstruction pulled down, and an open iron gate and railings erccicd 
in its place. I had the site of tlie Black Hole paved with jxdishcd 
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black marble, and surrounded with a neat iron railing, and, finally, 
I placed a black marble tablet with an inscription above it, explaining 
the memorable and historic nature of the site that lies below. 1 do 
not know if cold-weather visitors to Calcutta, or even the residents of 
the city itself, liave yet found out the existence of these memorials. But 
I venture to think that they arc a permanent and valuable addition 
to tile possessions and siglits of the capital of British rule in India. 

At tlie same time I proceeded to look into tlie question of the 
almost forgotten monument of Flolwell. I found a number of illus¬ 
trations and descriptions of it in the writings of the period, and 
though these did not in every case precisely tally with each other, yet 
they left no doubt whatever as to the general character of the monu¬ 
ment, which consisted of a tall pillar or obelisk rising from an octago¬ 
nal pedestal, on tlie two main faces of which were inscriptions 
written by Holwell, with the names of a number of the slain, Hol- 
well’s monument was built of brick covered over with plaster, like 
all the monuments of the period in the old Calcutta cemeteries; and 
I expect that it must have been crumbling wlien it was taken down 
... for I have seen a print in which it was represented with a great 
crack running down the side, from the top to the base, as though it 
had been struck by lightning, I determined to reproduce this 
memorial with as much fidelity as possilile in white marble, to re- 
erect it on the same site, and to present it as my personal gift to the 
city of Calcutta in memory of a ncver-to-lie-forgotten episode in her 
history, and in honour of the brave men whose life-tilood had 
cemented the foundations of the British Empire in India.,. Though 
Blolwell's record contained less than fifty names out of the 123 who 
had been suffocated in the Black Hole, I liave, by means of careful 
search into the records both here and in England, recovered not only 
the Christian names of the whole of these persons, but also more 
than twenty fresh names of those who also died in the prison. So that 
the new monument records the names of no fewer than sixty of the 
victims of that terrible niglit. 

In the course of my stiidie,s, in which I have been ably assisted by 
the labours of Mr S, C. Hill, of the Record Department, who is en¬ 
gaged in bringing out a separate work on the suliject, I. have also 
recovered the names of more than twenty otlier Europeans wlio, 
ffiough tliey did not actually die in the Black Hole, yet were eitlicr 
killed at an earlier stage of the siege, or, having come out of the 
Black Hole alive, afterwards succiimlied to its effects, Tliese persiins 
seem to me equally to deserve commemoration witli those wlio were 
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!imothercd to death in the prison, and accordingly I have entered 
their names on the remaining panels of this monument. We, thcr^ 
fore, have inscribed on this memorial the narnes of sornc c^hty 
persons who took part in those historic events which estalMed the 
British dominion in Bengal nearly a century and a half ago. They w 
the pioneers of a great movement, the authors of a wnnderM chn^ 
ter in the history of mankind; and I am proud that it has fallen 
my lot to preserve their simple and humble names from oblivion, an 
to restore them to the grateful remembrance of their countrymen. 

Gentlemen, in carrying out this scheme 1 have been pursdng me 
branch of a policy to which I have deliberately set mysel m Inda. 
namely, that of preserving, in a breathless and often thoughtless age, 
the relics and memorials of the past. To me the past is sacred. It 18 
often a chronicle of errors and blunders^ and crimes, but it also 
abounds in the records of virtue and heroism and valour. Anyhow, 
for (rood or evil, it is finished and written, and has become part ot 
the history of the race, part of that which makes us what wc are. 
Though human life is blown out as easily as the flame of a candle, 
yet it is something to keep alive the memory of what it has wrought 
and been, for the sake of those who come after; and I daresay it 
would solace our own despatch into the unknown, if wc could fee 
sure that wc too were likely to be remembered by our succeR.sors, and 
that our name was not going to vanish altogether from the earth 
when the last breath has fled from our lips... How few of us who 
tread the streets of Calcutta from day to day ever turn a thought to 
the Calcutta past And yet Calcutta is one great graveyard of 
memories. Shades of departed Governnrs-Gcneral hover about the 
marble halls and corridors of Government House, where I do my 
daily work. Forgotten worthies in ancient costumes haunt the pre¬ 
cincts of this historic square. Strange figures, in guise of peace or war, 
pass in and out of the vanished gateways of the vanished fort. If wc 
think only of those whose bones are mingled with the soil under¬ 
neath our feet, we have but to walk a couple of furlongs from this 
place to the churchyard where lies the dust of lob Charnock, of Sur¬ 
geon William Hamilton, and of Admiral Watson, the founder, the 
extender, and the saviour of the British dominion in Bengal. A short 
drive of two miles will take us to the most pathetic sight in CalcutTR 
- those dismal and decaying Park Street cemeteries where genera¬ 
tions of by-gone Englishmen and English women, who struggled 
and laboured on this stage of exile for a brief .span, lie unnamed, 
unremembered, and unknown. But if among these fore-runners of 
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our own, if among these ancient and unconscious builders of Empire, 
there arc any who especially deserve commemoration, surely it is the 
martyr band whose fate I recall and whose names I resuscitate on 
this site; and if there be a spot that should be dear to an Englishman 
in India, it is that blow our feet, which wa.s .stained with the blood 
and which closed over the remains of the victims of that night of 
destiny, the anth of June 1756. It Is with these sentiments in my 
heart that I have erected this monument, and that I now hand it 
over to the citizens of Calcutta, to be kept by them in perpetual rc- 
memlirancc of the past, 

Nota Bknk: Remember to review strange debate among 
Indian historians about the number of Englishmen who died in 
the Black Hole, and even abut whether the Black Hole tragedy 
ever really occurred. Some .say, incredibly, that the Black Hole 
was merely a British invention to justify the conque,st of Bengal, 
maintaining that the story is found only in British accounts, and 
not in contemporary Indian Muslim .sources. On this point, cf. 
the Bengali historian A. K. Maitreya, whose work on Siraj-ud- 
daula represents the classic Indian attempt to find gaps in the 
Briti,sh evidence and so refute the British with their own sources. 
But new information on the Black Hole based on other than 
British primary sources, .such as the translation, by A. Elughcs 
(publi,shcd in Bengal Past & Present in 1958), of a newly found 
contemporary Persian manuscript on Slraj-ud-daula, cuts mo,st 
of the ground from under the arguments of Maitreya ct al. Dis- 
cu.ss problem S, C. Hill rai,scsi ‘Why the inhabitants of Bengal 
were ab.solutcly apathetic to events which handed over the 
government of their country to a race so different from their 
own.’ Analy.se differences in attitudes of British and of Indians 
towards history, towards the dead. 

Surprisingly, Rudyard Kipling (1865-1936), who was vimially 
a stranger to Calcutta, is the writer most often quoted on Cal¬ 
cutta; he was born in India and spent his early childhood, late 
tcen.s, and early twenties in the country, but the Indian chics 
he knew bst were Lahore, where he worked for about five years 
on the editorial staff of the CM & Militarf Gazette, and Allaha¬ 
bad, where he worked for two years on the editorial staK of the 
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G«w’s sister pubfato the Pww. While in Win, he 

travelled efflenavely *V'"‘ f “ “ T “”t 

perialist, was that of a pragmatic Lahori with peihaps a trace 0 
L spMtuality of Allahahad, Certainly some of his stones and 
a^s reveal him to be an up-country writer who sp med 
what he took to be the effeminate hybrid culiutc 0 Bengal and 
the pretensions of the British capital in favour 0 the togged 
indiLous eultuie of the Punjab and the native wholesonieiiess 

of aV'i™' “‘P 4 ''“ 

and what he did write was written between the ages (i nnuftecn 
and twenty-three. Calcutta figure,s in one short; story, three 
narrative poems, and a series of eight short, informal ariitlcs 
that first appeared in the Pioneer in 1889 and, in 1899, wm: re- 
vised and collected under the general title City of Dreadful 
Night- in his book From Sea to Sea. (Calcutta also figures m a 
children’s story.) The short story, entitled 'The I)ream of fun- 
can Parrenness’, is about a dissolute young Knglishtviati who is 
a junior clerk in the service of the East India Comitanv and who 
has a dream in which he confronts his future and the conse¬ 
quences of a wasted youth. The tale, which is a kind of moral 
ghost story, is forced and awkward, perhaps because* it tries to 
recreate the idiom of the Warren Hastings period, in which it is 
set. In any case, although the story does contain some s[)c‘ciliC 
references to Calcutta (‘sullen, un-English stream, the Hugh’, 
‘the foul soil north of Writers’ Buildings’), the setting is inci¬ 
dental. Similarly, two of the poems - 'What Hap|)eued’ and 
‘The Ballad of Fisher’s Boarding-House’, which conc(?rn the 
anarchic diversity of the Indian people and a brawl in a harltour 
boarding-house, respectively - could have been set in Bombay or 
a number of other cities. The third poem, however, A 1 ale of 
Two Cities’ - the second city is Simla, the hill station in the 
Punjab that served as the British summer capital ~ dwells on the 
physical squalor and loathsome conditions of life in Calcutta, 
deploring the accident that brought the city into lieing in the 
first place and the avarice that sustains it. The poem, which is 
quoted in its entirety below, has come to be thought of almost as 
another curse upon Calcutta, phrases from it having become, in 
the English language, lasting epithets for Calcutta: 
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Where the sober-coloured cultivator smiles 
On his byles [cattle]; 

Where the cholera, the cyclone, and the crow 
Come and go; 

Where tlie merchant deals in indigo and tea, 

Hides and g/n; 

Wiiere the Babu drops inflammatory hints 
In his prints; 

Stands a City - Charnock chose it-packed away 
Near alky- 

By die sewage rendered fetid, by the sewer 
Made impure, 

By the Sunderbunds unwholesome, by the swamp 
Moist and damp; 

And the City and the Viceroy, as we see, 

Don’t agree. 

Once, two hundred years ago, the trader came 
Meek and tame. 

Where his timid foot first halted, there he stayed. 

Till mere trade 

Grew to Empire, and he sent his armies forth 
South and North, 

Till the country from Peshawur to Ceylon 
Was his own, 

Thus the midday halt of Charnock - more’s the pity I - 
Grew a City. 

As the fungus sprouts chaotic from its bed, 

So it spread - 

Chance-directed, chance-erected, laid and built 
On the silt- 

Palace, byre, hovel - poverty and pride - 
Side by side; 

And, above the packed and pestilential town. 

Death looked down. 

But the Rulers in that City by the Sea 
Turned to flee- 

Fled, with each returning Springtide, from its ills 
To the Hills. 

From the clammy fogs of morning, from the blaze 
Of the days. 
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From the sickness of the nnnntirlc, frnm the heat, 

Beat retreat; 

For the country from Peshawur to Ceylon 
Was their own, 

But the Merchant risked the perils of the Plnin 

For his gain, 

Now tire resting-place of Charnock, ’neath the palms, 

Asks an alma, ^ 

And the burden of its lamentations is, 

Briefly, this: 

•Because, for certain months, we boil and stew, 

'So should you. 

‘Cast the Viceroy and his Council, to perspire 
‘In our fire r 

And for answer to the argument, in vain 
We explain 

Tliat an amateur Saint Lawrence cannot cry: - 
'/I//must fry!’ 

That the Merchant risks the perils of the Plnins 
For his gains. 

Nor can Rulers rule a house that men grow rich in, 

From its kitchen. 

Let the Babu drop inflammatory hints 
In his prints; 

And mature - consistent soul - his plan for .stealing 
To Darjeeling: 

Let the Merchant seek, who makes his silver pile, 

England's isle; 

Let the City Charnock pitched on - evil dny!- 
Go Her way. 

Tliough the argosies of Asia at Her doors 
Heap their stores, 

Tliough Her enterprise and energy secure 
Income sure, 

Though ‘out-statinn orders punctually obeyed’ 

Swell Her trade - 

Stilli for rule, administration, and the rest, 

Simla’s best! 

By far the most sub.stantial treatment of Calcutta is to be ; 
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found in 'City of Dreadful Night’, which wa,s the result of 
Kipling’.s only long vi,sit to Calcutta. Kipling imagines the first 
sensations of British ‘backwoodsmen and barbarians’ who, like 
him, have lived for a long time in the rustic, provincial atmo¬ 
sphere of the Empire, away from London and civilization, and 
have come to think of Calcutta as the only ‘real’ city in India, 
and who travel there hoping that their heritage of civilization 
will be restored to them. ‘Let us take off our hats to Calcutta, the 
many-sided, the smoky, the magnificent,’ he writes. ‘We have 
left India behind us... Why, this is London I This is the docks. 
This is Imperial. This is worth coming across India to .see I’ But 
in the co.smopolitan Great Eastern Hotel, where nationals of all 
countries are to be found, and in the splendid Maidan, whose 
expanse dwarfs everything except the rows of mansions of 
Chowringhi, and in the palaces themselve.s, which were built 
in the old times when money was plentiful, and which, like the 
hou,scs in hill stations, are graced with outside winding service 
stairca.ses, there is a recking, ferocious, all-pervasive stench, 
worse than the worst odour of Benares, Peshawar, or Bombay. 
There is no escape from it, no relief except exhaustion, for it is 
the ‘Big Calcutta Stink’, or, in Kipling’s abbreviation, ‘B.C.S.’ 
‘Stop to consider for a moment,* he writes, ‘what the cramped 
compound.s, the black soaked soil, the netted intricacies of the 
.service-staifca.ses, and packed stables, the seethment of human 
life,.. and the curious arrangement of little open drains mean, 
and you will call it a whited .sepulchre.’ Thinking that any 
Engli.sh municipal government would have solved Calcutta’s 
most basic problem, sanitation, he blames the stench on an ex¬ 
periment that Calcutta was making at the time with local self- 
government. ‘In .spite of that stink, they allow, even encourage, 
natives to look after the place!’ he writes. ‘The damp, drainage- 
soaked soil is sick with the teeming life of a hundred years, 
and the Municipal Board list is choked with the names of 
natives - men of the breed born in and raised off this surfeited 
muckheap I’ 

Kipling attends a debate of the Bengal Legislative Council. 
The ‘Councillor Sahibs’, as Kipling calls the Indian membens, 
presided over by the Lieutenant-Governor of Bengal, Sir Steuart 
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Bayley, meet in a sumptuous blue-domed orta};on;!l chamkT in 
a large octagonal wing of the Writers Buildings; 

There are gilt capitals to the Iialf pillars and an I'gy[)iian pat- 
terned lotus-stcncil makes the walls gay Ihe wriics]... If the wirk 
matches the first-class furniture, the ink-j)ots, the car|H.-t, mid the 
resplendent ceilings, there will be something worth seeing. Hut 
where is the criminal who is to be hanged for the stench that runs 
up and down Writers’ Buildings staircases; for the rubbish heaps in 
the Chitpore Road; for the sickly savour of Chowringhi... for the 
street full of small-pox... and for a hundred other tilings? 

'This, I submit, is an artificial scheme in supersession of Nature's 
unit, the individual.’ The speaker is a slight, spare native in a flat hat- 
turban and a black alpaca frock-coat.,. I It: talks and talks and talks 
in a level voice, rising occasionally half an octave wlieii a point has 
to be driven home.., 'So much for the principle. Let us now tsvarnine 
how far it is supported by precedent.’ 

Western education is an exotic plant... We brought it out from 
England exactly as we brought out the ink-bottles and the patterns 
for the chairs. We planted it and it grew - monstrous as a liaiiian. 
Now we are choked by the roots of it spreading so thickly in this Lit 
soil of Bengal... Bit by bit wc builded this dome, visililc iind in- 
visible, the crown of Writers’ Buildings.,. That torrent of verhhige 
is Ours. We taught him what was constitutional and what w.is un¬ 
constitutional in the days when Calcutta smelt. Calcutta smells 
still, but We must listen to all that he lias to say abut the pltiriiliiy 
of votes and the threshing of wind and the weaving of ropes of 
sand... 

Why do they talk and talk about owners and occupiers and bur¬ 
gesses In England and the growth of autonomous institutions when 
the city, the great city, is here crying out to be cleansed?... 

This is the Calcutta Municipal Bill. They have been at it for several 
Saturdays. Last Saturday Sir Steiiart Bayley pointed out that at their 
present race they would be about two years in getting it through.. . 

Meantime Calcutta continues to cry out for the bucket and the 
broom. 

Kipling continues his explorations of the city, from the banks 
of the Hooghly - he visits the Port Office, where cfficleiic kbus 


daily chart the channel of the Hooghly, and the Shipping Office 
near by, where mercantile outcasts wait to ship out of Calcutta - 
to the Park Street Cemetery (that 'most pathetic sight’ Curzon 
spoke of), which contains the graves of the early English. In the 
course of a night, Kipling visits brothels, dance sheds, gambling 
houses, and opium dens, being initiated into the dark mysteries 
of the city as he passes from one vice-ridden, mean neighbour¬ 
hood to another, from the outer edge of what he regards as the 
inferno deeper and deeper into its centre. Everywhere people are 
trapped and crowded together in abominable hovels resembling 
pigsties, and everywhere he encounters horrors that 'cannot be 
written or hinted at’ and yet are accepted as if they were the 
normal order of things. 

Kipling borrowed the title for his Calcutta series from James 
Thomson’s ‘The City of Dreadful Night’; 

The City of Night, but not of Sleep; 

There sweet sleep is not for the weary brain; 

The pitiless hours like years and ages creep, 

A night seems termless hell This dreadful strain 
Of thought and consciousness which never ceases, 

Or which some moments’ stupor but increases, 

This, worse than woe, makes wretches there insane, 

An age has crept past since Kipling wrote, but although his 
Calcutta writings arc adolescent - the irony is heavy-handed and 
the point of view naively prejudiced - they continue to be re¬ 
membered, because the passing of years has only preserved and 
multiplied the horrors of the city, 


One Life, One Chme 

Tonight, I approach a large, ghostly old house in Calcutta. An 
elderly, bearded man wearing a Muslim skullcap is slouching at 
the entrance. I ask him the way to the lodgings of David 
McCutchion. He points vaguely towards the entrance of the 
house, and then shuffles away. The entrance leads into a dark and 
dingy hallway, where a broken-down bicycle stands next to a 
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broken-down couch, Leading up from the hallway is a wide, an- 
swept staircase, and I climb to the second floor. On the landing, 
a figure in crimson silk emerges from a doorway. The figure 
turns out to be a plump little girl of not more than ten, heavily 
made up. I ask her if she knows where McCutchion lives. She 
indicates that I should follow her, and silently leads me on a sur¬ 
realistic walk through a series of lightless passages and into a 
large, untidy garret containing a narrow iron bedstead, an old 
cupboard, , three wooden chairs, a desk, a trunk, some suitcases, 
and three umbrellas. To one side of the room is a typical Indian 
bathing area - a sloping cement Boor on which stand buckets, 
dippers, and mugs, and a low bench. Overhead, a ceiling fan 
whirs sluggishly, and stretched across the room is a string from 
which a wet shirt is hanging. On the desk arc photographs of 
reliefs of mythical scenes and statues of gods and goddesses from 
Hindu temples, and all around the room are .shelves holding 
books on Bengal McCutchion, who sits reading a Bengali book 
when I enter, is a tall, spare Englishman in his thirties. He has on 
big black-rimmed glasses, and is dressed like an Indian, in 
pyjamas and a bush shirt. 

McCutchion has become known in Calcutta as a Satyajit Ray 
'film buff; in fact, in recent years he has been one of Ray's clo.sest 
associates, helping him write the English subtitles for his film.s. 
After the girl in the red dress has left, I tell McCutchion of my 
interest in Calcutta and in Ray, who is considered the greatest 
film artist in Calcutta and in the country, and perhaps India’s 
greatest living artist. ‘Ray loves Calcutta,’ McCutchion says. 'All 
of us who live here love Calcutta, in a way. It is a nightmare of a 
city in terms of filth, but the people who live here make it a great 
city. Like all true Bengalis, Ray has a strong feeling for Bengali 
culture - his films draw upon every aspect of it. He is interested 
in everything Bengali - in Bengali literature and the Bengali 
language and Bengali life. When a promoter comes to him and 
asks him to do a film in another language«in Hindi, perhaps - 
he just says no. In 1964, he did a fifteen-minute segment of an 
hourW show for Es.so - called ‘Two’. They wanted it to he in 
Engli.sh, but he said he wouldn’t do a Bengali film with English 
dialogue, and he did a silent film, a pantomime. He is quite 
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critical of Bengalis who, for instance, write in English. But he’s 
not a Bengali purist - he doesn’t feci bound to use only Beng.ili 
words. In fact, he uses a great number of English words in the 
sound tracks of his films; he would say he uses them in the 
interests of authenticity. His films arc notably authentic - a 
Bengali house in a film of his will have an oleograph over the 
mantelpiece. He often uses amateur actors, and will find someone 
to play a part who in life is like the character he plays in the film. 
Ray’s research is very thorough. But I am always a little disap¬ 
pointed in his themes. A general criticism of his film.s, with which 
I agree, is that, as a mle, he does not deal with the starker aspects 
of Indian life. But then, as a person, he’s a typical middle-class 
Bengali. In fact, he is striking for his ordinariness, He lives in a 
very simple, middle-class way. There is nothing flamboyant about 
him, nothing ostentatious. He knows what he wants, and he is 
practical in seeking it. He is completely wrapped up in his work. 
In .some ways, he is a very lonely man. When he is not shooting, 
he sits in a chair in his den for seventeen or eighteen hours at a 
time.’ 

I ask McCutchion how he and Ray became acquainted. 

‘I came to India in 1957, soon after reading modern languages 
at Cambridge,’ he says, ‘I first met Ray m 1960, when I was teach¬ 
ing English at Shantinikeran and he came there to speak to the 
students. He gave me his address and a.skcd me to look him up 
when I was next in Calcutta. I did. At the time, he was filming 
“Teen Kanya’’, and I went to watch him .shoot. Gradually, we 
got to know each other. He has introduced me to people, given 
me film, and in other ways been very helpful to me in my hobby, 

which is photographing terracotta art in the temples.’ 

To meet Satyajit Ray, the director of ‘Father Panchall’ (Cannes 
Special Award), ‘Aparajito’ (Venice Grand Prix), ‘Jalsaghar’, 
‘Paras Pathar’, ‘Apur Sansar’ (‘Father Panchall’, ‘Aparajito’, and 
‘Apur Sansar’ make up what is well known as the Trilogy), 
‘Devi’, ‘Rabindranath Tagore’, ‘Teen Kanya’, ‘Kanchenjunga’, 
‘Abhijan’, ‘Mahanagar’, ‘Charulata’, and ‘Kapurush-O-Mahapu- 
nish’, I walk along a narrow, shabby street to the house he lives 
in, with his wife and their only child, a son. Having passed; 
through an unimposing entrance into an unimposing hall, and ' 
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climbed a narrow and dimly lit stairway to the second floor, I 
reach Ray’s flat. A servant lets me into a gloomy hallway, which 
has a couple of glass cases displaying inexjiensivc knick-knacks, 
such as are often found in Indian homes. The hallway leads into 
a small, close, cluttered room - Ray’s den. All around the walls 
are well-worn books, some in soft covers but most clothboiind, 
some in Bengali but most in English. They are a jumble of titles 
and authors: Pemn Tales, Myths of the Hindus and Biuhl/lists, 
Pushkin, an encyclopedia (covered in brown paper but with the 
paper cut away to show the alphabetical contents of each volume), 
The Voices of Silence, History of India, Cizunne, The Dawn of 
Civilmtion, The Face of New Yor\, The Art of India, Tagore, 
Classical literary Criticism, the Upanishads, A Passage to India, 
Ancient Art of the Andes, Great Sanscrit Plays, Essjuire Eti¬ 
quette, The Wonder That Was India. There are a couple of 
paintings; a piano, a tapi recorder, and a gramophone; a divan 
piled with Indian musical instruments, spools of tape, books, 
magazines, typewritten sheets, and a jar of pencils;'a large round 
table holding more books and papers; a rectangular table on 
which are a typewriter and a telephone; and a couple of easy 
chairs. Next to the rectangular table is a frayed red chair, in 
which Ray sits, wearing an unstarched, rumpled white i(urta, 
pyjamas, and leather slippers. He has a drawing board on Ids 
knees. As I enter, he puts the drawing board down and stands up 
to greet me. ‘I am working on type faces for the International 
Typeface Design Competition,’ he explains, pacing about, ‘I 
have to send my designs off to New York by the end of this week 
to meet the deadline. The prize is fifteen hundred dollars. If the 
designs are sold, I will also get royalties. I have always been in¬ 
terested in graphics.’ 

Ray sits clown. He is a very tall, large, ruggeddooking man in 
his middle forties. He has thick black hair, a big nose, a wide 
mouth, and eyes that protrude slightly. He gives the impression 
of having great physical energy held perfectly under control. 
When he walks about, his movements are abrupt and decisive; 
when he is sitting, he is quite still and self-contained. Idis ex¬ 
pression, unlike that of many Bengalis, is not gentle but some¬ 
what severe and remote. 
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I tell Ray a little about the time I have spent in Calcutta, and 
mention to him that one of the things I have noticed is an intense 
political involvement on the part of Calcutta’s artists and writers. 

‘Most of the interesting work in the arts here is done by left¬ 
wingers,’ Ray says. 'I cannot think of any right-wing Bengali who 
has ever done anything praiseworthy, As for me, most people 
would probably associate me with figures who are very strongly 
left-wing, like Utpal Dutt. But I think politics are a mess, and, 
as a rule, politicians here are not men of calibre. I have not lent 
my name to many political causes. Recently, I did write a letter 
denouncing the appearance of the new National Theatre building 
here. I denounced the colours, the relief work, the foyer - the 
ugliness of the whole building. And during the general strike and 
riots in Bengal this March I repre.sented the Union of Film 
Workers in a procession, because film people here have the repu¬ 
tation of not being affected by things like that, and I wanted to 
give the lie to this idea. I didn’t stay in the procession very long, 
however, because I once had sunstroke and Tarn not supposed to 
be out in the sun very long.’ 

I ask him how he feels about living in Calcutta. 

‘I love Calcutta,’ he says, ‘I have lived here all ray life. The 
best of whatever is being done in the arts in India is being done 
here. There is great intellectual vitality here. A lot of very good 
Bengali writing is being done here. The Bengali theatre is very 
much alive here. The coffeehouses here are full of people with 
ideas. Only film-making has not attracted many intellectuals, yet 
from a film-maker’s point of view no city could be better, because 
all kinds of things happen here all the time, It is true I don’t have 
much of a social life, but then I don’t really miss it. There is no 
one with whom I can discuss all the things I am interested in. 
In fact, it is difficult for me to find time to do everything I want 
to do.’ 

I ask him about some of the things he does. 

‘My father, Sukumar Ray, was the greatest children’s writer in 
Bengali,’ he says, ‘I am still referred to here as “the son of 
Sukumar Ray’’, My grandfather wrote for children, too, though 
he made his living as a printer, He had many inventions to his 
credit, and his printing shop produced the finest printing of his 
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day. He started and edited a children’s magazine, Sandesh^ 
which is the name of a sweetmeat that Bengali children love. I 
have revived Sanksh with my aunt, Leila Mazumdar. Tt is a 
monthly, and I design a new cover for it every six months. I do 
several illustrations for each issue, and I do other things for it, 
too. Recently I made a puztzle for it, a crosswmrd in rhyme - the 
first crossword of its kind devised in Bengali. I have tran.slatecl a 
lot of Edward Lear’s limericks and a great deal of Lewis Carroll 
into Bengali for Smdesk, At present, I am trying to tran,slate my 
father’s nonsen,se rhyme,s into English, but I am having a great 
deal of difficulty with this.’ 

I a.sk him what film he is currently working on. 

‘I’m jast finishing “Nayak”,’ he says. (‘JVrryrz/f is Bengali for 
‘hero’.) ‘I’m also making a film adaptation of "Gupi Gayen 
Bagha Bayen”, a fantasy written by my grandfather. “Nayak” 
will have its world premi^n in Calcutta in a couple of months. I 
wrote the scenario for "Nayak” my.self. It’s my second original 
scenario - “Kanchenjunga” was my first. For my films, I now 
write my own scenarios, make sketches for the scenes, ,set.s, and 
costumc,s, design the credits, and compo.se the mu.sic. Mu,sic is a 
strong interest of mine. Sometimes my ftiusic is in the classical 
Indian vein, sometimes in the light Western vein, Actually, I got 
interested in Western mu,sic first and came to Indian music only 
later. "Nayak”, in which most of the people wear We,stern 
clothes, calls for a slightly We,sicrn score, so I use some ragas with 
hints of jazz here and there - keeping the orchestration light. 
The fantasy film will have lots of music and dancing, battles and 
demons, and,so forth. I want to .shoot it in a variety of locations, 
some of them perhaps outside India - say, the Middle East, to 
create an Arabian Nights atmosphere - hccaiisc I would like to 
take my audiences here to places not familiar to them. I want to 
make it in colour, but I am not sure I can achieve all the camera 
tricks that the .story demands. I have to write the lyrics and tunes 
for a lot of songs. My grandfather’s story just .says ‘So-anci-.So 
sing,s’, and I have to give him a song to sing. I also have to work 
on inventing a new langtiage, bccauise the fanta,sy is about a 
couple of boys who visit two communities. In one community, 
everyone has been struck dumb, but in the other community 
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es'cryone .speaks an unknown language. For that language I am- 
thinking of using Bengali played backwards. When you play 
Bengali backwards, all sorts of funny things happen. Laughter 
sounds like crying. A sad song sometimes sounds like a happy 
song. If you play a song backwards, you get a completely new 
melody - it makes sense as mu,sic, but it ha.s nothing to do with 
the original. I suppose the pattern could be worked out mathe¬ 
matically.’ 

I a.sk him when he expects to begin shooting the fantasy. 

‘After I’ve finished editing "Nayak” and it has had its 
premiere, I plan to go first to .supervise a film that some of my 
a.s.sistants are hoping to make. I’m going to help them with the, 
script, the sets, the mu.sic, and the direction. Then,, after I’ve got 
their film off the ground, I’ll go, to Darjeeling for a month to 
work on the script of “Gupi Gayen Bagha Bayen”.’ 

I have heard that he hopes one day to film the Mahabharata, 
the great Hindu epic, and I a.sk him about it. 

Tve given the idea quite a lot of thought, but I’ve had to drop 
it,’ he .says. ‘I was not able to get financial backing, and when t 
read parts of it with a view to making a scenario, I found that I 
would have to deal with fourteen or fifteen main characters, and 
their inter-relationships were too complicated for a film. It would 
have been a tremendous job to explain the relationships. I would 
still like to do a .section of it one clay. The film I’d most like to do 
now, however, is A Passage to Indk Of course, it would be a 
complete departure for me, and there arc a lot of things about the 
novel that would present problems. When I saw the stage pro¬ 
duction of A Passage to India in London, I was very much disap¬ 
pointed. Everything was overacted and overdone; the Indians 
“came across as caricatures - comical and exaggerated. I think I 
could avoid that by using two languages in the film, so that when 
there are no English people [ire,start - say, when Aziz and Hami- 
dullah are .speaking together - they would speak in their own 
language, as they naturally would in life, I think the effect you 
get, even in the book, of the Indian characters’ sounding comical 
results from the fact that they speak English.’ 

He takes the book from a .shelf, finds a page, and begins to 
read. ‘ ‘‘The young man sprang up on to the verandah. He was 
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all animation,.‘Hamidullah, Hamidullah I Am I late?’ he cried. 
‘Do not apologize,’ said his host, ‘Yon are alway,s late.’ ‘Kindly 
answer my question. Am I late? Has Mahmoud Ali eaten all the 
food? If so I go elsewhere. Mr Mahmoud Ali, Iiow arc you?’ 
'Thank you, Dr Aziz, I am dying.’ ‘Dying before your dinner? 
Oh, poor Mahmoud Ali!”’’ Ray laughs explosively; he is slow 
to smile but quick to laugh, ‘In Urdu, this exchange would 
sound natural in a way it doesn’t in English,’ he .say.s. 

‘But surely Forster wants the effect of an Indian speaking 
English,’ I say. 

‘Yes, but then he can explain in the book, in a way you can’t 
in a stage production or a film, that the dialogue is intended to 
show the gulf between the colonial English and the Indians. 
Anyway, the question is academic, because Forster won’t allow 
the book to be made into a film.’ 

I ask him about his own life. 

‘I was an only child, and I have always been more or less on 
my own,’ he says, ‘I was two when my father died. I hardly 
remember my father, and my grandfather died before I was 
born. After my father’s death, my mother and I lived with ray 
mother’s uncle here in Calcutta. He kept moving from flat to 
flat, and we moved with him, I attended Calcutta Univcrs‘lty, 
and after that I went to Shantiniketan to study fine arts. I was at 
Shantiniketan for three years. There I painted a little, and I also 
started developing a serious interest in the cinema, I read some 
books on the aesthetics of the cinema - on film forms, film tech¬ 
nique, film acting. I read books by Eisenstein, by Pudovkin, and 
by other great directors. I did not finish my fine-arts course, how- 
ever, because the Japanese started bombing Calcutta, and I left 
Shantiniketan the day after the bombing started, to be with my 
mother, who was living here - she died in i960. A few months 
after that - this was in 1943 I joined .D. J. Keymcr, the advertis- 
ing agency, as a layout man, although I’d had no training in 
commercial art. After I got the advertising job, my mother and I 
moved to a small flat in the Ballygunge section. In 1947, my ' 
friends and I started the Calcutta Film Society, the first film- \ 
appreciation club in the city. We had something like twenty or j 
twenty-four members. Now there are two thousand. I was ! 
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married in 1949.1 started shooting my first film, “Father Pan- 
chah , m 1952, and finished it three years later,’ 

I ask him how he came to make 'Father Panchali’. 

■When I was at Keymer, I was doing book illnstralioos, book 
covers, book design, and typography for a publisher on the side,’ 
he says. Aronnd ipgp, the publisher asked me to do illustrations 
for a new edinon of ft/to j „„1 by one of the best- 

known Bengali miters, Bibhutibhnshan Bannerjhlt was fa pnb- 
hshed in die early nineteen-thirties, and the author had recently 
died, We .1 Inswing the book, I got the idea of turning it 

not ic kind of fak that most directors and prodneers would 
think of making mto a film, It hasn’t the dramatic structure, the 

tof oZf life, of 

little, subtle relationships among brother, sister, parents and an 
old, unwanted aunt. The old aunt dies and the fagh’ter fa 
But when I rad the book I loved it. and immediatefy thought 
what a wonderful fi m ,t would make, I talked about this whh 
Ms Banner)!, who knew my entire family. She had known my 
father and m,, grandfather, and knew me through the book 

,1'T Ir f 7' >1“' li« Wand used 

to say, My books would make very good films, but no one 
wants them. I showed her all the .sketches for scenes I had done 
Thm were two fat sketchbooks. She was very much impressed 
and showed faith in me by giving me the fita rights. When thl 
newspapers announced that I had been given the film right t 
SKrted receiving letters from people who said she had no business 

™de a film,Shead to me’ “Although some of these people are 

losef,rendsofm,ne,Ihavefullfai,h,„d,,ustinyon.Iamsure ^ 

yon will do something truly remarkable." I showed her pictures 
1 ‘1“ paw fe the film, and 

h ul E o “ ™"‘)'' “Si”"! th' th'Uten in the 

md m that tim I „ nincty-fivc films, I made a point o 
^king out all the films by the big names in postwar My, acted' 

SpVthS“f' “'a'”’ any 

make-up. On the boat on the way back from England, I wrote a 
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proper scenario of “PathcrPancliali”, hoping to do it on the same 
lines as the Italians. For a year and a half after I came back to 
Calcutta, I went around to producers. Nobody showed any 
interest in filming the story, or in me as a possible director. .So I 
took a loan of eight thousand rupees from my insurance company 
and started shooting. I had a cameraman new to films, Subrata 
Mitra. He was twentymne or twenty-two at the time. I had 
Ban.shi Chandra Gupta as my art director. For my film editor I 
had Dulal Dutta, who had just started editing films. The three 
have been with me ever since, We were all in our twenties. I still 
had my job at the advertising agency, so we could shoot only on 
Sundays and holidays.’ 

I recall reading a description Ray wrote of shooting the finst 
scene: 

It was an episode in the screen play where die two children of the 
story, brother and sister, stray from their vill.ige and cliance upon a 
field of \mh flowers. The two have had a quarrel, and Iicre in this 
enchanted setting they are reconciled and their long journey is re¬ 
warded by their first sight of a railway train, I chose to begin with 
this scene because on paper it seemed both effecilvc and simple. I con¬ 
sidered this important, because die whole idea bciiind launching the 
production with only 8,noo rupees in the liank vva.s to produce 
quickly and cheaply a reasonable length of rough cut which we 
hoped would establi.sh our Imim fides ,.. 

At the end of the first day’s shooting we li.itl eight shots. The 
children behaved naturally, which was a bit of luck, becnu.se I hadn’t 
tested them. As for myself, 1 remcmlicr feeling a bit strung up in the 
beginning; but as work progressed my nerves relaxed and in the end 
I even felt a kind of elation. However, the scene wa.s only half 
finished, and on the following Sunday we were back on the .same 
location. But was it the same location,? It was liard to believe it. 
Wliat was on the previous occasion a ,sca of fluffy whiteness was now 
a mere expaasc of uninspiring brownish grass. We knew l(mli w.as a 
sea,sonal flower, but surely dicy were not that short-lived? A loc.al 
peasant provided the explanation. The flowers, he said, were fond 
to the cattle. The cows and bulfalncs had come to graze the day be¬ 
fore and had literally chewed up the .scenery. 

I remark now how much I like his dc.scription of this incident. 

‘Our idea wa.s to shoot some footage and .show it to the pro- 
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ducens,’ he say.s. ‘We .showed them twenty-five miiiute,s of film, 
but they said they were not interested. I had a friend who had 
influence with some distributors, and the friend persuaded the 
distributors to give u.s .some money. Now I filled all the parts and 
completed .something like five reels of film, but when I showed 
them to the distributor.s, they .said they were not interested in 
going on. For a year, there was no money and no work. I thought 
of shelving the whole thing. I told my unit and my actors that 
we were not going to go on, Then somebody had the idea of 
approaching the late Dr B. C. Roy, who wa.s Chief Mini.stei-of 
West Bengal at the time, and trying to get government financ¬ 
ing for the film. My mother knew .somebody who knew Dr Roy, 
he was approached, and eventually the film wa.s made with 
government money. The government gave us Instalments of 
money, for which we had to sign vouchers. We re.sumed work¬ 
ing, and it took .seven or eight months to complete the film. It 
was now the government’s property, hut the government did 
not know what to do with it. They thought of putting it out 
under the Community Development Department, and suggested 
that we change the ending. At the end of the film, the family 
decides to leave the village because it has been ruined by the 
storm. The government said that'this did not fit in with the 
idea of community development, and that the family should try 
to rebuild its house. I .said the author might object. The people 
in the government didn’t know that the author was dead, and I 
got my way. Eventually, the film was put out under the Publicity 
Department of the Road Development Scheme. The film opened 
in a theatre in Calcutta, and was booked for six weeks. The first 
two weck.s, the film didn’t do .so well. Then it picked up, and on 
the last day of the six weeks the house was full. But, beginning 
the next day, the theatre wa,s booked for a south Indian film by 
S. S. Va.san, of Gemini Pictures. The theatre sent a telegram to 
Vasan asking him if they could postpone the premiere of his 
film .so that they could run “Pather Panchali” for a few weeks 
more. Vasan telegraphed back, “Nothing doing". Afterwards, 
he came to Calcutta and saw “Pather Panchali’’, and on the next , 
day he came to my hou.se. I was very much moved by what he 
said. He said, “Don’t judge me by the films I make. I can appre- 
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ciatc good things when I sec them, If I had only known how 
good 'Father Panchali’ was 1 " ’ 

I ask him what happened to the film after the first six weeks. 

‘We were able to Imd another theatre, and it ran for another 
six or seven weeks. It got excellent reviews. It ran in Bombay, 
Delhi, and Madras, but without subtitles. Finally, it was en¬ 
tered in the Cannes Film Festival, where it was championed by 
the film director Lindsay Anderson. In Cannes, it was shown 
after four other films, and many of the members of the jury did 
not stay for it. They were too tired. A few critics stayed. One 
of them - a Frenchmen, Andr^ Bazin - was so impressed that he 
immediately arranged a second showing of the film and insisted 
that all the members of the jury be present. It received a special 
prize as the “Best Human Document”, “Father Panchali” was 
followed by “Aparajito”, the second part of the trilogy. When 
I took “Aparajito” to the Venice Film Festival, someone asked 
me if I was going to make the third part. I said yes -1 don’t 
know why - and that’s how “Father Panchali” .grew into a 
trilogy. But I did two other films - “Paras Pathr” and “Jal- 
saghar” - before going on to make “Apur Sansar", the third 
part of the trilogy, in 1959. Then I began “Devi”, which is a 
particular favourite of mine. It has a very dramatic plot' the 
clash between old and new. It’s about early-nineteenth-century 
superstition - about a girl who comes to believe she is a rein¬ 
carnation of Kali, A very, very grim plot, but a beautiful-looking 
film. "Devi” was based on a story written by Prabhat Mukherji, 
The plot was a gift to Prabhat Mukherji from Tagore. Tagore 
had so many plots in his head that he made gifts of them to 
promising young writers. Incidentally, I did a documentary on 
Tagore for the Films Division of the government of India, for 
the Tagore centenary, It was only an hour long. We had to use 
still photographs and any amateur movies that we could get 
hold of. My first colour film was “Kanchenjunga”. It was all shot 
on location - in Darjeeling, in the shadow of Mount Kanchen¬ 
junga. The thing in my mind was to do a story unbroken in 
time, the action taking place in the space of a couple of hours. 
I decided on an upper-middle-class story, with some very Angli¬ 
cized characters. I chose Darjeeling because it’s a hill station 
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very popdar «h upptr-middMas, Bang*, and thin® hap. 
pan .n Dar,eehng that could «« happen in dentta.' ® ' 

A Calcutta film cntic, dkossing Ray'a work, has written 
The Calcutta of the burning trams, the communal riots, the re¬ 
fugees, the unemployment, the rising prices and the food lort- 
age do not exist tn Ray's films, The trials of the sensitive mW 
trying to survive the exetueiating pressure of corruption, vnl- 
garity, want, and total pointlessncss find no echo in him.' I ask 

Ray now about this criticism. 

■One trouble is that I have not been able to find good stories 
about these subjects. I feel at home with middle-class people, but 

Panchali I ve had to select stories that I could make into films 

I ask him what he thinks of the Indian film industry, which, 
measured by the number of films pmduced per year, to long 
the kps. film industry in the world, though Japan has over® 

■rZbl.Tt'i*]'’' ■>' says. 

fW 5 f '“‘‘“'l’/' “ ^“"'‘’ay. and although it is true 
that some of the films made there have some good pLoeraphy, 
s™ good sound recording, some good acting - evL tbLl 
hough much ridiculed, sometimes have a certain quality to 
hem - the films always collapse when it comes to thelory and 
direction. For a good film, you need one director who has^on- 
f I a single guiding hand, and in Bombay the 

Sutom.’^ ^ the producers^and 

I ask him wMch of all film directors he admires most. 

It « not dilficult to answer wkm F admire,’ he says. ‘It’s 
more difficult to explain why. Besides Eisenstein and Pudovkin, 
admjrc Dreyer and Bergman very much, and Antonioni also. 

I got to know Jean Renoir fairly well when be was making “The 
River here m Calcutta, and I greatly admire his work-espe¬ 
cially. La R%le du Jeu”. I’m impressed with some of the other 
French directors, like Truffaut - e.speclally his "Jules et Jim”. 
Im also impressed by the early films of De Sica - “The 
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Bicycle TlNcf” and “Umberto D". I admire some American 
directors, like John Ford - particularly for their early work. 
Actually, as you may have gathered, I admire individual films 
more than, directors. My favourites are “The Gold Rush”, "The 
General”, “Ivan the Terrible”, “A Night at the Opera”, “The 
Seven Samurai”, and “My Darling Clementine”. Nowadays, I 
am very impatient with indifferent films.’ 

The film studios of New Theatres, Ltd., in the section of 
Calcutta called Tollygunge, art a group of old, dilapidated low 
buildings spread about a spacious compound, which also ha.s 
occasional clusters of trees and, lying here and there, heaps of 
rubbish. I am walking towards the editing department with 
Ray, who at present is engaged in synchronizing the sound and 
film tracks of ‘Nayak’. ‘Bombay studios arc bigger and much 
better equipped,’ Ray tells me as we go past a forlorn-looking 
canteen with a counter, a few tables, and a few chairs. ‘But I 
find New Theatres adequate for my needs. People coming from 
abroad have been amazed by the shabby look of New Theatre.s. 
But I feel we have the essentials for making good films. I think 
some of my films have a great deal of polish about them, even 
though they were shot here. There is something exciting about 
producing a first-class piece of work in these .surroundings.’ 

The editing department turns out to be a few rooms along a 
narrow veranda. The doors are ajar, and everywhere there is a 
great stir - people moving around, machines clattering, odd 
sounds. Before going into one room, Ray takes off his slippers 
and leaves them outside, explaining that it’s a precaution to keep 
dust from getting on the film. The room is hung with strips of 
film, and three barefoot technicians are .standing there waiting 
for Ray, who draws up a straight-backed wooden chair and 
stations himself in front of a table holding tape recorders and 
other sound apparatus and a Moviola, or film-editing machine. 
As he listens to sound effects and watches frames, prompting 
and directing the technicians all the while, he manages to tell 
me that ‘Nayak’ revolve.s around a film star and a crisis in his life 
that is .slowly disclo.sed in the course of a train ride from Cal¬ 
cutta to Delhi. ‘I wanted to make a film about a contemprary 
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popular hero,’ Ray .say,s. T .set the story on the Calcutta-Delhi 
Bi-Weekly Airconditioned Expfe,sS) which is the latest thing in 
Indian trains - it’s air-conditioned, and besides the usual com¬ 
partments it has chair cars, like the ones in American trains. On 
trains, you have brief encounters that reveal a lot. Of course, 
there are people on trains who probably just read Agatha 
Chri.stic and rest and get to their destination, but then there are 
the others.’ 

There is no continuous sound track yet. Ray listens to dif¬ 
ferent soundl of a jet plane and discusses putting a jet’s roar 
into the first reel as one of the sounds of Calcutta. Now frames 
appear in jerks and starts on the Moviola, a rickety old machine. 
These are the opning frames,* Ray says. 'And this is Arindam 
Mukherji, [Moviola i Closeup of back of man’s head. Mirror. 
Stroke of a comb, Open suitcases with clothes, whisky bottle.] 
He is the naya\ - played by Uttam Kumar, the popular film 
star. Arindam is thirty-six. This is his house in Calcutta, We .see 
him shaving with an electric razor. He is not in a very good 
mood. It seems that his latest film may be his first flop. Also, the 
morning newspapers report that he was involved in a brawl in a 
night club. Tliere is a hint in the newspapers that the brawl in¬ 
volved a woman, but only a hint. We don’t know anything more 
than that, but we know that any scandal could damage his 
career, and that he tried to .suppress the story, Arindam has 
.suddenly decided to go to Delhi to receive a national prize that 
he has been awarded. He says, “I don’t give a damn for the 
prize. I just want to get away from it all for a day.” It’s too 
late to get a re.servation on a plane, so he has to take the train. 
Just now, he’s about to leave for the railway station. The woman 
with whom he has been having an affair telephones him and 
asks if .she can come to see him at the station. He puts her off.’ 

From the sound apparatus comes the telephone voice of a 
woman saying, ‘What is the reason? Tell me, please.’ Ray calls 
out to a technician, ‘There should be a pause on the sound track 
between “What is the reason?” and “Tell me, please,” She must 
have time to realize that he isn’t going to answer the question.’ 
To extend the pause by three seconds takes nearly an hour. 
There is more delay, because now the click of a cigarette lighter 
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overlaps a bit of fhe dialogue. ‘For “Devi”, I had Ali Akbar 
Khan play the smd,' Ray says to me. ‘Any physicist would prob¬ 
ably have had more sense than I had, because whenever the 
sarod sound overlapped with a consonant in the dialogue, 
strange things happened - sometimes “t”s became “m”s, When 
we were mixing dialogue and music, I had to keep the volume 
of the sarod very low. Ali Akbar Khan thought I ruined his 
music. He hasn’t spoken to me since.’ 

New frames appear on the Moviola, and Ray resumes talking 
about ‘Nayak’. ‘Now Arindam is at Howrah Station. [Moviola: 
Arindam entering train. Conductor forcibly shutting out 
crowds. Interior of a coup^, Old man, wrapped in a shawl, look¬ 
ing up disapprovingly.] Here, in the train, Arindam is first 
put in with this old man, who is very puritanical, the cantanker¬ 
ous type of reformer; he makes his hatred for drink and movies 
and actors known, Finally, Arindam is moved from the coupe, 
the best available accommodations, to a four-berth compartment. 
In this compartment are an industrialist, his wife, and their 
twelve-year-old daughter, who has a fever and is lying in an 
upper berth. [Moviola: Train hurtling through countryside.) 
Actually, the interior scenes call for two four-berth compart¬ 
ments, but we built only one. To distinguish the cuts back and 
forth, we changed things like the luggage and the seat num¬ 
bers, We also changed the sound track. The train noise of Arin- 
dam’s compartment is subtly different, because there is a faint 
rattle of glass mixed with it - like a tumbler vibrating in a rack, 
In trains, there are all sorts of wonderful sounds. They are 
almost like music, There is the sound of a platform outside, the 
sound in a compartment with the door shut and with the door 
open, the sound in the corridor. [Moviola: Arindam going into 
the dining car. Passengers at tables, A couple and a serious- 
looking girl at a corner table, drinking tea.) The girl here is 
Aditi. She is a journalist who writes for Adhunil{a - “Modern 
Woman”. She’s very serious about the magazine. Arindam is 
pointed out to her by the couple. The wife is much excited by the 
glimpse of Arindam, and she suggests that Aditi go interview 
him for the magazine. Aditi shows no interest, because she 
doesn’t think films are serious art, but she is eventually pcr- 
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suaded to talk to him. Arindam says, “I takh it you don’t like 
films,” and she says, “Too remote from reality. Heroes shouldn’t 
be so godlike,” ’ 

New frames appear on the Moviola, and Ray continues, ‘Arin- 
dam has returned to his compartment, and now he is having a 
dream. I had never done a dream before. [Moviola: Hillocks of 
rupees, Arindam, on a hillock, looking satisfied. Sudden darken¬ 
ing of the sky. Apprehension crossing his face. Skeleton arms 
rising from the hillocks. Arindam runs. Sinking, caught in a 
quicksand of rupees. Gaunt figure with outstretched hand. Arin¬ 
dam trying to seize the hand,] Arindam is remembering his 
former mentor, Shankarda, and Shankarda’s warnings against 
leaving the stage for the commercialism of films. The sinking 
is to show the constant fear of “slipping” that haunts popular 
stars. Arindam wakes up in a sweat. He gets out at one of the 
train stops and has tea in the station. He sees Aditi at the win¬ 
dow of the dining car and holds up his cup. Aditi holds up 
a fork, to indicate that she’s lunching. Arindam gets back on 
the train and sits down with her. He tells her about his dream, 
and she surreptitiously starts taking notes. A series of flash¬ 
backs shows that he is exposing his entire life to her. [Moviola: 
Image of death goddess. Excited crowds, Arindam and Shan¬ 
karda lifting the image on their shoulders. Shankarda collap¬ 
sing. Image falls. Arindam carrying Shankarda's body to the 
burning gkt,] At the burning ^hat, Arindam has a crucial 
conversation with a friend. Arindam asks, “Do you believe in 
rebirth?” The friend says, “This is the age of Marx and Freud, 
No rebirth, no Providence.” Arindam says, “I know. One life, 
one chance.” [Moviola: Rain, wind, cinders from the pyre.] 
Here is another flashback.. .* 

As it happens, I am out of Calcutta at the time of the premibre 
of ‘Nayak’, an exuberant occasion ~ or so it appears from articles 
about it, like this one, by one of Calcutta’s more influential men 
of letters: 

‘Nayak’ was a fantastic blast-off.,. A Roman arena hysteria was in 
evidence,., He [Ray] entered with a flourish.., Flashbulb,s popped, 
smiles were bared... Utuira Kumar... entered hi the semi-dark- 
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fiefis... The mob howled, Mr Kumar looked the other way. Again 
the howl, this time interspersed with threatening growls... Mr 
Kumar rose, smiled, namaskared [bowed in greeting] with Olym¬ 
pian sereneness from the front row of the upper balcony. The animal 
below whined pleasurably, and retired with soft swishings of its tail, 
Mr Ray and the entire cele,stial front row olwcrved the tamed beast, 
sitting ‘Like gods together, careless of mankind’. A fat, blowsy flutter 
of middle-aged female ran from my row down the aisle, and stood 
agape, clutching her ten-year-old daughter’s hand, before the chief 
god. Mr Kumar smiled... She ran ... back to her seat, eyes and 

mouth still as wide-open as monsoon manholes. 

It was ‘Nayak’ come to life. It was life satirizing art satirizing life. 

On my return to Calcutta, I visit Ray at his flat and a.sk him 
how the film is doing. 

‘'The reaction at the premiere was very good,’ he says. ‘But 
the premiere was not really a good test, because the attention of 
even the critics in the audience was all on Uttam Kumar. So I 
have gone to a number of the regular .showings of the film to 
watch the reactions of typical audiences. In Calcutta, if they 
don’t like a film, they shout, they boo, they walk out. So far, 
none of this has happened. Of course one worries about a bad 
reaction from the public, because if the audience doesn’t like a 
particular film, it may not be easy to find a producer to hack the 
next one. After all, the film is made for the public, and I always 
hope that my films will be liked and will be di.scus.scd, I also 
listen to what friends and acquaintances have to say. So far, I’ve 
had about a dozen phone calls.’ 

I a.sk him about the problem of financing his films. 

‘In Calcutta, I have a good following, and any film of mine is 
certain to have a good six-wcek run. All my films except one 
have made a profit, so for the producers I am probably one of 
the safest investments going. I do, however, take longer than 
European dircctons. On the average, I take fnrty-five shooting 
days spread out over three months, which is not terribly fast, 
“Kanchenjunga” I shot in only twenty-five days,’ 

The telephone rings, Ray answers it, talks for a moment, 
hang,s up, and says, ‘That was a friend. He telephoned to tell 
me that an actor I had worked with died last night. In Calcutta, 


actors are always dying. The actor who played the confectioner 
in “Father Panchali" died half-way through the shooting, We 
found a substitute and photographed him from the back. The 
old woman in “Father Panchali” was near death when I cast 
her for the part - she died the other day. She had been on the 
stage in the twenties but had been inactive ever since. She was 
so excited over the chance of working again that she wouldn’t 
even discuss the question of payment, I think the film helped 
keep her alive.’ 


The Tmest of the Poor 

‘Although throughout India there is a general opting-out of 
concern about the large problems of the poor by people with any 
mean.s at all,’ one of the Ford Foundation planners tells me, 
‘still, all over Calcutta, in a busti here and a busti there, a ward 
here and a ward there, volunteers and voluntary groups are do¬ 
ing welfare work. Wc did a study of a very poor section of the 
city that has a population of nearly a quarter of a million, and 
we found there were dispensaries, family-planning clinic.s, ho,s- 
pitals, co-operatives, primary and secondary schools, reading 
rooms, sports clubs, all run by private welfare groups, In fact, if 
it weren’t for this volunteer work, the city might have collapsed 
long ago. But each religious, ethnic, or caste group tends to con¬ 
centrate exclusively on its own poor. Muslims tend to work 
among Muslims, Gujaratis among Gujarati.s, tanners among 
tanners. There are, it is true, a few groups that try to cut across 
the divisions and work throughout the city, yet, because the 
problem of poverty as a whole is so vast, even they end up having 
their own special concerns. For Instance, the Bharat Savak Samaj 
works among the beggars and the Bengal Ladies’ Union tries 
to rehabilitate prostitutes. Perhaps the most dreaded work is 
done by the Missionaries of Charity, who devote themselves to 
the lowest of the low. They devote themselve,s to those who are 
rejected by the rejected and despi.scd by the dcspi.sed. They work 
mostly with the lepers.’ A Calcutta friend, commenting on this 
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part of the work of the Missionaries of Charity, says, ‘They 
attach special importance to their work among the lepers, per¬ 
haps because to all the rich of the world, if you really come down 
to it, all the poor of the world are, in a sense, lepers. The rich 
may give to the poor, may work among the poor, but they are 
really afraid to live with the poor.’ 

The Missionaries of Charity is a Catholic congregation that 
was founded in 1948 by an Albanian-born nun. Mother Theresa. . 
She is still its head, and one morning I go to meet her in the 
congregation’s convent, which is on a narrow, unpaved lane just 
off Lower Circular Road. It is a small building enclosed by a 
high wall with an iron gate, Inside the gate is a courtyard. I am 
shown into a room, overlooking the courtyard, that serves as a 
parlour. It is furnished with a round wooden table, bearing a 
Bible and, the Catholic director'^ of India, and a few straight- . 
backed wooden chairs, above which hang several framed photo- ■ 
graphs of clerical personages inscribed to the Missionaries of ; 
Charity. 

Mother Theresa comes in. She is tiny and slim, but imposing, t 
Her skin is ivory-coloured, as if she had not been touched by the I 
all-scorching Indian sun. Her face is creased with wrinkles, but ] 
she, does not look elderly. Her eyes are small and grey-brown, I 
her nose is strong, her lips are thin, and, though her smile is i 
quick, her expression is stern and purposeful. She is wearing. 1 
a plain white cotton sari with blue edging and a high-necked, | 
long-sleeved blouse. On her, the traditional Indian dress seems ,| 
transformed into a practical uniform-cum-nun’s habit. The sari ‘ 
has been secured to her hair with'ordinary straight pins and ;> 
folded so that it looks a little like a head-dress, and its free end ! 
has been fastened at her shoulder with a large safety pin, from f 
which hangs a crucifix. ‘It’s Christ’s work we are doing here | 
in Calcutta, ’ she says by way of greeting. | 

We sit down, and I ask Mother Theresa one or two general f 
questions about herself. . | 

‘There isn’t much to tell,’ she says. ‘I was born in 1910. My | 
father was a shopkeeper, and I had a brother and a sister. I | 
entered a Loreto convent when I was ten, and I came to Calcutta I 
to teach in the convent here in 1929.1 have been in Calcutta ever i 
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since. I feel completely Indian now, I speak Bengali very well; 
my Hindi is not so good, But I would prefer it if we didn’t talk 
about me - if you’ve heard about one of the Missionaries of 
Charity, you’ve heard about them all. I’d rather talk about our 
work, which is God’s work.’ 

I ask her how the work got started. 

‘I found the vocation of charity here in Calcutta within the 
vocation of religion,’ she says. ‘Even when I was teaching in 
the convent, I encouraged the senior girls in the sodality to go 
into the bmis and work hard among the poor, but I really be¬ 
gan this work after World War II, when I saw a woman dying 
on the street outside Campbell Hospital. I picked her up and 
took her to the hospital, but she was refused admission, because 
she was poor, She died on the street. I knew then that I must 
make a home for the dying - a resting place for people going to 
Heaven. When God wants you to do Something, He has His 
way of letting you know it.’ She goes on to tell me that in 1948 
the ecclesiastical authorities gave her permission to form a con¬ 
gregation dedicated to relief work among 'the poorest of the 
poor’. She began the work in a couple of small rooms in a 
house in Moti Jheel Bust!, establishing a school for orphan child¬ 
ren in one room and a Home for the Dying in the other, Soon 
afterwards, she received her first postulant as a Missionary of 
Charity, and soon after that she found different quarters for the 
Home for the Dying, and expanded her school for orphans into 
the second of the original rooms. ‘So, in time, the congregation 
and its activities grew,’ Mother Theresa adds, and she hands me 
a couple of leaflets about the work of the congregation today. 
One leaflet, which is about the Home for the Dying, records: 

Mother says, 'They have lived like animals, we help them to die 
like angels,’ Here is the story of one poor unfortunate woman who 
was brought in from the sewer. She was a beggar who had, apparently 
overcome by hunger and fatigue, fallen into an open manhole, She 
lay there for five days barely alive and covered with maggots. As 
Mother put her to bed and began gently cleaning her, whole areas of 
skin came off in her hand. The woman, half-unconscious, murmured, 
‘Why are you doing this for me?’ Mother replied, 'For the love of 
God.’ This poor waif who probably never in her life had had loving 
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hands tend her - looking at Mother, her sonl in her eyes, faith in 
Inirnan nature restored - gave Mother a most hcautiful smile and 
died. That is our reward - that we',should make the last moments 
of the fellow being beautiful. 

Tn Calcutta, besides the Home for the Dying, wc now have a 
children’s home, .sixteen schools, twenty-three Sunday .schools, 
eight mobile clinics for lepers, seven mobile clinics for the poor 
in the bmth^ a relief centre for distributing food rations, and 
two convents for the sisters,’ Mother Theresa says. ‘Altogether, 
in Calcutta, we have fifty-nine centres for our work, and two 
hundred and eighty-five sisters, who come from all part.s of India 
and from many other countries, too. We also have si.srcr.s doing 
work in twenty other Indian cities, but most of the sisters work 
here in Calcutta.’ 

According to the rules of the congregation, Mother Theresa 
tells me, a candidate wi.shing to become a profes.scd si.stcr mast 
display health of body and mind, the ability to acquire know¬ 
ledge, common sense in abundance, and a cheerful di.sposition. 
Then, over a three-year period, .she will be admitted a.s, in turn, 
an aspirant, to learn the nature of the work of charity; a postul¬ 
ant, to learn the rudiments of the religious life, and to test her 
sense of vocation; and a novice, to continue the study of the rcli-, 
giou.s life, to examine the vows of poverty, chastity, and obedi¬ 
ence, and, tinder .supervision, to work in the bmth among the 
poor, A member of the congregation must eat the same food as 
the poor and wear a plain white cotton ,sari wih open sandals and 
a small crucifix; a dark-blue edging on the sari serves to distin- 
gui,sh,a professed sister from a candidate. The prescribed lan¬ 
guage of the congregation is English, and the favourite ejacula¬ 
tion of its members is ‘Immaculate Heart of Mary 1 Cause of our 
joy I Pray for us I’ 

A bell now begins to chime in the distance, and files of nuns 
in white saris move across the courtyard outside. ‘They are go¬ 
ing to the chapel,’ Mother Theresa says. ‘They are going to pray 
for one of our sisters who died this morning of rabies. She was a 
trained doctor, and .six months ago, when .she was working in 
one of our leper camps, a dog bit her. She didn’t take the rabies 
injections, because the dog was just a puppy. It must have been 
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her time to go to God.’ From the di.stance there now' comc.s the 
sound of .singirig - of thin, high voices rai.sed in the words of 
die Lord’s Prayer. ‘I am thankful to say .she died two day,s after 
the on,set of the rabies. Five of u.s looked after her. We will all 
have to take injections. Pcfjple who are bitten by rabid animals 
take about fourteen injections. We had only indirect contact 
with the rabie.s, so we will have to take only seven - it’s not ,so 
bad.’ 

Mother Theresa now prepares to visit some of the centres of 
the congregation. She invites me to accompany her, and asks 
for the ambulance, explaining that she often travels In it, so that 
she can remove to the Home for the Dying anyone she may see 
dying on the .streets or in the bmth, 

We take our places in the ambulance, beside the driver, and 
arc immediately surrounded by a throng of beggars - sick, ema¬ 
ciated, lame - all with their open palms thrust forwards. ‘Hey, 
babuY and ‘Hey, mataji\' and ‘Hey, babu\'‘ they cry, in a dis¬ 
sonant jumble of voices. 

I pa,ss out the money in my pockets. 

Mother Theresa, except for crossing herself, sits impassive. 
As the ambulance pulls away, the beggars retreat and fall be¬ 
hind. 

Mother Theresa tells me that her first stop will be at the 
Shishu Bhavan (‘chilclreiTs home’), which houses nearly seventy 
children at present and has eared for over two thousand home¬ 
less children - orphaned, abandoned, afflicted, or disabled - 
since it was openecl, in 1955, nursing them, teaching them, find¬ 
ing them foster parents, and arranging marriages for them, 

The ambulance stops at a crossing, and a thin, pale man 
comes up to the window. ‘Mother, I want: to find work,* he says. 

‘I don’t know of any jobs,’ she says. ‘I have already told you 
I can’t help you.’ 

‘Please, Mother.. 

The ambulance moves away from him. 

‘He ha.s five children,’ Mother Theresa say.s, after a moment. 
‘He has x.n., and he can't do Heavy manual work. People who 
can't do such work are the hardest to find jobs for. We are treat¬ 
ing him at our t.b. clinic. We can do nothing more.’ 
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At the next crossing, a small boy with a sad, wasted face 
appears at the open window and extends his hands in appeal to 
her. She crosses herself, opens the door, picks him up, and takes 
him into the ambulance. ‘He needs food,’ she tells me, and at 
the Shishu Bhavan we distribute relief rations.’ 

The Shishu Bhavan, like the convent, has a high wall with an 
iron gate leading to a courtyard. But here, pressing against the 
gate, is a crowd of anxious-looking women, some of them old 
but most of them young, and all of them dressed in faded cotton 
saris, carrying cotton bags, and holding folded yellow cards. 

Pulling the boy by the hand. Mother Theresa goes into the 
crowd of women, shouting, in Bengali, ‘Form a line I Form a 
line I Everyone will get her ration, but you have to form a line 
first.’ 

The women do not budge, so Mother Theresa, coaxing and 
prodding them, lines them up herself. They begin moving into 
the courtyard, past a model of a grotto, and onto a veranda, 
where several sisters are working around a barrel of grain, a 
barrel of powdered milk, some large gunny-sacks filled with 
more grain, and a stack of cartons marked ‘Non-Fat Dry Milk- 
Donated by the People of the United States of America’. As the 
line of women moves along, one sister scoops up portions of 
grain with a measure and transfers them to the women’s cotton 
bags, another sister measures portions of powdered milk into 
polyethylene bags and hands them out, and other sisters re¬ 
plenish the stores of grain and milk in the barrels from the 
gunnysacks and cartons, and check and punch the ration cards. 
A girl of about ten stares, unsmiling and without comprehen¬ 
sion, at the face of her ration card, on which is printed: 


Mother Theresa, after she has seen the boy from the am¬ 
bulance receive his ration, strides into a little room off the veran¬ 
da, where about twenty babies lie on small pallets and in 
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basket-like wicker cribs, A plain-looking Indian nun, who wears 
glasses and has the cheerful manner of a primary-school teacher, 
is occupied in tending the babies. She is Sister Lourdes. 

‘Oh, Karuna, you are crying,’ Sister Lourdes says, bending 
over a baby. ‘You always cry whenever there are visitors and 
my back is turned. Oh, your diaper is wet.’ Sister Lourdes 
changes Karuna’s diaper and then makes the rounds of the 
room, checking the diapers of the other babies. 

Mother Theresa, kneeling on the floor and clapping her 
hands, calls, 'Shig^ri, shi^gri, shiggri' {'shiggri' is Bengali for 
‘quickly’), and two little boys about eighteen months old toddle 
up to her. ‘Say good morning,’ she says to them, 

They burble. 

‘Oh, here is a bright fellow with a big grin,’ she says, picking 
up a third little boy, who looks about three and is dressed only 
in shorts. ‘Naughty, naughty, naughty William. He smiles the 
whole time, does nothing else.’ Turning to me, she says, ‘A few 
months ago, no one thought William would live, but now he 
has been adopted by the Belgian Consul. That means he has a 
monthly stipend of twenty-five rupees, and he'll be able to go to 
an English-speaking boarding school’ She straightens an over¬ 
turned chair and sits William down on it. 'There 1 Now, Wil¬ 
liam, you look like a sahib in your chair,’ 

Mother Theresa goes over to a crib, lifts the arm of a baby, 
and admires a gold bangle on the arm, saying, almost to her¬ 
self, ‘What a nice present from a visitor I’ She moves across to 
another crib. ‘Here is a little foundling who was left in the com¬ 
pound of a church in Howrah,’ she says, chucking him under 
the chin. She goes from crib to crib. ‘This is Helen. This is 
Angeline. This is Josephine. This is Patricia. This is Agnes. 
This is another Agnes. This is Krishna.’ She turns to me sud¬ 
denly and says, ‘I must talk to the sisters here about the funeral 
of the sister who died, but we will meet in a few minutes.’. She 
leaves, telling Sister Lourdes to take me through the rest of the 
Shishu Bhavan. 

Sister Lourdes calls another sister to take charge of the nur¬ 
sery, and leads me back to the veranda, which is now occupied 
by children just finishing their lunch. 'Besides the nice little 
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nursery rooms we have here a nice dormitory n?om for the young 
children and a nice big dormitory room for the big girls,’ Sister 
Lourdes says. ‘The big boys we send to a little Boys’ Town that 
the Catholic Church runs in Gangarampur. We use this veranda 
for,meals because we are short of space.’ 

Moving around among the children, she shoos them all into a 
room crowded with beds for their afternoon rest, but the child* 
ren all stretch out on the bare floor *• some under the bed.s, some 
in a small open area at the far end of the room. 

'They like the floor because it’s cooler,’ Sister Lourdes says, 
and she conducts me into the dormitory for older girls. Some of 
the girls are in their teens, and others seem to be in their late 
twenties or early thirties. Many of them arc obviously pregnant. 

A girl in a printed sari, who has a round, expressionle.ss face 
and paralysed legs, drags herself across the floor. ‘This is Philu,’ 
Sister Lourdes says. ‘She has been with us for six years. She lost 
the use of her legs after a bad case of typhoid.’ 

Back in the ambulance, Mother Theresa tells me that she is 
now going to the house in Moti Jheel Busti where she first 
started her work, and where she still has the original school, to 
take measurements for a new blackboard. ‘Ordinarily, we don’t 
have special buildings for .schools now,’ .she says. ‘During the 
good season, we hold our clas.ses under the trees, and during the 
mon.soon we meet wherever we can find shelter,’ 

At Moti Jheel Busti, the ambulance stops at the stagnant pond, 
and immediately a crowd of children collects and starts follow¬ 
ing Mother Theresa, calling ‘Hey, Sister!’ or ‘Hey, Mother!’ 
or ‘Hey, matajiV A few grown-ups join the train, shouting 
pranam I’ (Bengali for ‘Praise be to Jesus!’). 

A fair-skinned man intercepts Mother Theresa, ‘We Anglo- 
Indian.s are scattered all over this busti' he says in a stutter, 
wheezing and coughing. ‘We would all like to live together, 
Mother.’ 

‘Your old nonsen.se again,’ she saytt, and adds firmly, ‘Go to 
the sister at the mobile clinic across the way and ask her for 
corti.sone for your asthma. Go along.’ 

The man shuffles away, muttering to himself. 

With children still following us, we go down a narrow street 
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to a .small brick building, pass through a wooden gate with a 
cross on it, walk across a courtyard, and enter a sad-loofclng old 
hou.se. The school consists of two dark room.s, which have peel¬ 
ing walls, rows of low wooden benches, two creches, and a few 
nursery pictures. As Mother Theresa is taking the measurements 
for the blackboard, an old man, extremely drunk and wearing 
only a iholi, appears from somewhere, kneels down, and 
clutches her legs. ‘Please forgive me for drinking, Mother,’ the 
old man says. 

‘Stop drinking,’ Mother Theresa sayti, without interrupting 
her work. 

‘I can’t,’ 

‘Then I can’t forgive you.’ 

Back in the ambulance, Mother Theresa tells me that we are 
now going to the Home for the Dying, which is near the Kali 
Temple. ‘When we wanted to move the Home for the Dying 
out of Moti Jheel Busti, we made a request to the Calcutta Cor¬ 
poration for new quarters,’ .she says. ‘They gave us a ^hmm^ 
shnia [a shelter for travellers] that used to serve as the overnight 
hostel for pilgrims to the Kali Temple, and we moved there 
in 1954. dhmmshak had two halls, and we made one of 
them into a dormitory for dying male street ca.scs and the other 
into a dormitory for dying female street catics. Some street cases 
arc brought to the Home for the Dying when they are nearly 
dead, and we can’t do anything about them - many are dead 
within a few minutes. Some street cases are too old, too crippled, 
or ton far gone with t.b. ever to leave the Home for the Dying, 
and we go on nursing them until they die, But some street cases 
can be helped to recover, with calcium and vitamin injections.. 
In fact, out of eighteen thou,sand five hundred street cases we’ve 
admitted to the Home for the Dying so far, about ten thousand 
have got well enough to leave.’ 

‘Do you follow thc.se up after they leave you?’ I ask. ' 

‘We try to keep an eye on them if they are not well when they 
leave,’ she says. 'Because many of them would rather live in, the 
streets and beg than stay in the Home for the Dying, they go as 
soon as they can get up. But many of them come back to the 
Plome for the Dying to die.’ 


468 PORTRAIT OF INDIA 

The Home for the Dying is a one-storey yellow house off a 
typical Indian crossroads crowded with shops atid pavement 
stalls. Two Indian sisters come out to greet Mother Theresa, 
One is short and plump, with a round face, and is dressed in 
the sari with blue edging, She is Sister Barbara. The other is 
thin, dark, and small, and is dressed in the plain white sari. She 
is Sister Lillian. 'Our sisters always work in pairs,’ Mother 
Theresa says to me. ‘In emergencies, two heads and four hands 
are better than one head and two hands,’ 

The entrance to the yellow house is marked by a .signboard 
reading, 'Corporation of Calcutta Nirmal Hriday Home for 
Dying Destitutes’, and by an elaborate framed scroll headed 
‘Holy Father’s Message to Mother Theresa’. Inside is a large, 
austere hall with an overpowering rancid smell. On each side 
of a long central aisle is a low platform extending the entire 
length of the hall. On the platforms and in the aisle arc low 
beds, set so close together that there i.s very little space to move 
among them. They have no bedclothes, and consist of narrow 
metal frames with mattresses sheathed in polyethylene. .Stretched 
out on the mattresses arc men of all ages, and boys as well, some 
of them disfigured, all of them wrinkled and thin and motion¬ 
less, their bodies mere forms, their eyes fixed in ex[irc.ssionless 
stares. 

Sister Barbara, Sister Lillian, and Mother Theresa walk 
through the hall, stopping at one bed or another to take a pul.se 
or to_ straighten a head or a limb and place it in a more restful 
position. Mother Theresa moves around quickly and is methodi¬ 
cal. Sister Barbara always has .something cheerful to .say, and 
she talks fast. Sister Lillian follows shyly, seldom .speaking, but 
smiling continuously, None of the men in the bt'd.s, however, 
seem to take notice or register recognition, except for one man, 
who soundlessly sits up as they approach. He seeims to be in hi,s 
thirties, with a strong-looking body, but he has the same ex¬ 
pressionless eyes. He soon falls back on the mattress. 

‘The Corporation ambulances bring in people who collapse on 
the street - street cases so hopeless that hospitals won’t take 
them. Sister Barbara tells me. ‘At prc,sent, we have sixty-eiaht 
male street cases and seventy-four female street cases here. They 
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have no known relatives, no shelter, no food. Most are cases of 
starvation; for the last six years things have been very bad. No 
one has died so far today, but you can never tell - someone may 
die at any moment. We try to make them as comfortable as pos¬ 
sible. We make the beds very low, so that they can’t hurt them¬ 
selves if they fall out. They are so helpless.’ 

We have reached the end of the hall, where there is a passage¬ 
way, with more beds in it, holding more men. This leads into 
another hall, which is crowded with women, most of them al¬ 
most naked. Their bodies arc gaunt and their eyes wild and de¬ 
mented. Some of the women are sitting upright on their beds; 
others are lying down, crying and moaning. One woman, who 
is completely naked, begins to scream, and Mother Theresa 
rushes over and covers her with a towel. 

‘Once they get this sick, they have no strength even to move, 
yet they can scream,’ Mother Theresa says. 

Back in the ambulance, as we are driving to one of the con¬ 
gregation’s leper camps, at Dhapa, Mother Theresa talks about 
criticisms that are occasionally made of the work clone by the 
Missionaries of Charity. It is said that their staff is medically un¬ 
trained, though the major part of their work is with the sick; 
that their efforts are often restricted to the most extreme and 
dramatic cases, though they might do more to alleviate suffering 
if they helped care for people with more hope of living; and, in 
particular, that their work at the Home for the Dying docs little 
more than prolong misery, for even when the people admitted 
there arc nursed back to health, they are turned out to the streets 
to face the old problems of starvation and filth. Of these criti¬ 
cisms, Mother Theresa says that although the Missionaries of 
Charily may not have extensive medical training, their work 
gives relief to those who would otherwise have no relief; that 
although their work at the moment may be restricted, they are 
always trying to widen its scope; and that although their work at 
the Home for the Dying may be concentrated on medical atten¬ 
tion, they do try, whenever they can, to effect rehabilitation of the 
street cases who get better. ‘We minister to all those with whom 
we come in contact,’ she says. ‘We turn away no one - we always 
try to make room for one more person in our homes and camps. 
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For when we feed a hungry person, wc feed Christ, and when we 
clothe a naked baby, we clothe Christ, and when we give a home 
to the homeless, we are giving shelter to Christ. When wc know 
the poor, we love them, and when we love them, we serve them. 
There arc more people here in Calcutta now who care about the 
poor and serve them than there were when we started. Our work 
would be impossible without these people, We say in the morn- 
mg, "Today we have no food for relief,” and that day someone 
will bring us food. It’s wonderful how it comes. Just yesterday, a 
Brahman gentleman died. He loved mangoc.s, and his daughter 
brought us crates of beautiful mangoes, and every child in the 
Shishu Bhavan had a mango. Two weeks ago, a few Hindu 
ladies got together and cooked rice and curry, which they took to 
a leper camp and fed to the lepers. We need warm hearts that 
will love and loving hands that will work.’ 

We reach Dhapa. Large vultures with long, thin legs glide 
overhead. From the refu.se dump, a rough, untarred road goes 
alongside a slaughterhouse, where emaciated buffaloes are now 
being herded through a gate. A few yards beyond the slaughter¬ 
house is a dirty river, which seems to have no flow at all. We cross 
the river over a small bridge, get out of the ambulance, and pick 
our way among puddles and stones on the slimy, uneven bank. 

‘The lepers have to live wherever they can,’ Mother Theresa 
says. ‘In the marshes, under the trees - wherever they can find a 
place. So far, we have not had the means to build a colony for 
them, but we have a mobile clinic where they can come for medi¬ 
cine and treatment, and at least once a week we call at different 
places. We began our work for the lepers becau.se, like the dying, 
they couldn’t get help anywhere. Everyone .shrank from them.’ 

Leprosy, which is caused hj Mycobacterium leprae, and which 
takes cutaneous, tubercular, and neural forms, has such mani¬ 
festations as depigmentation, lesions, ulceration, nodules, thick¬ 
ening of tissue, mutilation, loss of sensation, loss of sight, and 
impairment of speech. It disfigures the face and hands especially, 
and through the ages has therefore been asiiociated with so-called 
leonine^ faces and ‘claw’ hands. It is not known exactly how the 
disease is contracted, how it is transmitted, why only human 
beings seem to be susceptible to it, or whether there is any cure 
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for it - though it can sometimes be arrested through hygiene, 
isolation, and medication. What is known is that the disease is 
fostered by malnutrition, filth, and squalor. In recent years, 
thanks to improved standards of sanitation, leprosy has practically 
disappeared from the richer countries of the West, but in poorer 
countries, especially in areas of Africa and Asia, it is chronic for 
as much as ten per cent of the population. In fact, leprosy is now 
associated almost exclusively with dark-skinned, poor people 
living in tropical climates. 

I ask Mother Theresa how many lepers there are in the Cal¬ 
cutta area. 

‘No one knows,’ she replies. ‘But some say two or three hun¬ 
dred thousand.’ 

Ahead is the camp, It consists of rows of huts of stone or clay 
built wall to wall and with low red tile roofs, like the house,s in 
the buuis. Between the rows of huts are muddy lanes. Cows, 
dogs, and chickens are everywhere. The place swarms with flies, 
and overhead are the vultures. Scores of men, women, and 
children are out in the open - standing outside doorways, lying 
on ckrpoys in front of the huts, or squatting on the ground in 
the shade of a few trees. Most of the people are missing fingers or 
toes; .some have lesions at the mouth and no noses. 

‘Everything takes shelter here,’ Mother Theresa says to me. 
‘We get rid of the dogs one day, and more come the next.’ 

‘SalaamI’ and 'fesu pranam!‘ the people call out to Mother 
Theresa as she moves around among them. She goes from hut to 
hut, greeting them by name and asking questions, listening, 
giving advice about medicine, about diet, about keeping cows 
tethered, ‘So the medicine has brought your fever down, Das,’ 
she says to a man who has lost all his fingers. ‘That’s good. I see 
your children are doing well, too. That’s good.’ 

She tells me as we walk towards a hut, ‘One trouble with the.se 
camps is that very sick ca.ses are mixed with not-so-.sick cases, and 
So wc rented this hut to isolate the very, very sick,’ 

‘What about all of you who work here?’ I ask. ‘Isn’t it danger¬ 
ous for you?’ 

‘Up to now, thank God, nothing,’ she says. ‘But we have to be 
ready.’ 
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We go into the hut, which is a few feet square. A line, on 
which wet cloths hang, is strung across the room. On the floor are 
two ckr^o^s and a mattress sheathed in polyethylene, with three 

badly mutilated men lying on them. 

The man on the mattress is sobbing. ‘No amount of medicine 
helps 1 ’ he cries out, in a heavy, constricted voice. 

*The pain will go away/ Mother Theresa says, bending over 
him and feeling his forehead. She helps a sister give him a mor¬ 
phine injection. 

When we are outside again, she says to me, ‘In the early stages, 
the disease is not so painful, but people at this stage arc in terrible 

When she has gone around to all the huts and has started back 
to the ambulance, those who can walk follow her, entreating, 
pleading, and crying for more medicine and more food. Mother 
Theresa, as she walks on, keeps talking to them, saying ‘Yes,’ and 
‘Tomorrow,’ and ‘I will try.’ She crosses herself continually. 


^ 8. Leaden Echo, Golden Echo 


Reflections; ’Gm ofLtxms' 

As I think about the few weeks I have just spent here in Calcutta, 

I can find no words to describe its filth, its disease, and its misery. 
At first, I felt that I could accept Calcutta, that it wasn’t as bad 
as I had thought it would be. But now I know I cannot accept 
Calcutta. I dwell on the names of the Britons celebrated by the 
monuments in Calcutta’s streets - deaths endowed with purpose 
by later generations - but then I think of the countless deaths of 
the unnoticed Indians on those streets, forgotten in death as in 
life. I remember the time I spent with Satyajit Ray - a man of 
great talent who survives in the midst of Calcutta’s chaos and 
suffering - but though ‘Nayak’, the film he has just finished, deals 
with modern, prosperous, middle-class Indians, it is soon seen to 
be also about death, and about how these modern Indians have 
lost even their parents’ sustaining faith in reincarnation. The per¬ 
ception that Calcutta forces upon me is not of the fact of death - 
which perhaps I can accept - but of the process of dying, possibly 
the dying of an entire population, for Calcutta’s spreading 
poverty, like the slow strangulation of the Hooghly River, fore¬ 
shadows something more frightening than personal death: it 
foreshadows racial extinction, I fear Calcutta. I reject Calcutta. 
But how can I prevent Calcutta from obsessing me? Feeling near 
hysteria, I ask myself how the species could have reached such a 
point of degradation and yet have adapted itself to that degrada¬ 
tion, for the adaptation seems to show only how the will to sur¬ 
vive bends us downward. In my head, images of Calcutta surface ' 
like suppressed nightmares rising to haunt the conscious mind, 


I 
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A leprous beggar drags hinisdf tlicoiigli a erowdcd Calcutta 
bazaar- his face is ukeraterh hla hands arc mutilated, and his 
lungs and vocal cords are so damaged that his plea for aims is 
little more than a croaking sob; the people, themselves thin and 
sicklydooking, shrink back to make way for him, their faces 
showing the dread of contagion. If there were any consolation in 
the belief commonly held among the wclhoff that since Calcutta’s 
poor live like animals their pain is less than human, the crying 
leper destroys that belief and leaves me with no consolation 
whatever. 

I recall that in earlier times in F.ui-ope a poor, diseased person, 
especially a leper, was called a 1azar’, that ‘lazar’ came from the 
name of Lazarus, and that Lazarus is mentioned'in the Bible in 
two connections i in a parable of Jesus in Luke, and in an account 
of a miracle of Jesus in John, In Luke, Lazarus was a leprous 
beggar who had collapsed at the gate of a rtcii man's house, where 
he begged for scraps from the rich man’s table. When Lazarus 
died, he went to Heaven and was comforted hy Abraham, but 
when the rich man died, he went to Hell and was tormented by 
flames. The rich man looked up from Hell and saw Lazarus with 
Abraham, and begged Abraham to send Lazarus to him with a 
few drops of water. Abraham answered, ‘Between us and you 
there is a great gulf fixed: so that they which would pass from 
hence to you cannot; neither can they pass to us, that would come 
from thence,’ The rich man asked Abraham, then, to raise 
Lazarus from the dead, so that' he might testify to the living 
members of the rich man’s family about the torments of I*Icll. 
Abraham answered that if the rich man’s family would not heed 
Moses and the prophets, they would not heed someone raised 
from the dead. In John, a sick man named Lazarus of Bethany 
died and was buried for four days in a cave scaled by a stone. 
Jesus went to the cave with the sisters of L.izarus, ordered the 
stone removed, and cried out, 'Lazarus, come forth I ’ The account 
continues, ‘And he that was dead came forth, bound hand 
and foot with graveclothes; and his face was bound about with 
a napkin. Jesus saith unto them, "Loose him, and let him 

go-”' 

Although there are other references to the resurrected Lazarus 
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in the Bible, almost nothing is said about what happened to him 
in his second life, but I remember once reading a weird, haunting 
psychological meditation on the life of the resurrected Lazarus, 
It was a fable entitled hzam, by the Russian writer Leonid 
Andreyev (iHyi-ioTp), ‘When Lazarus rose from... the mysteri¬ 
ous thrallciom of death, and returned alive to his home,’ the fable 
opened, ‘it was a long time before anyone noticed the evil peculi¬ 
arities in him that were later to make his very name terrible.’ 
People noticed, however, that his body was bloated, his skin 
cracked and slimy, his colour livid, and his look solemn and in- 
communicaiive, and that he had about him the stench of death. 
During the festiviiies at which his relatives and friends celebrated 
his resurrection, one of the merrymakers asked him, ‘Why don’t 
you tell us, La'zariis, what was There?’ Lazarus said nothing, but 
the merrymakers saw that he was ‘looking straight at them, em¬ 
bracing all with one glance, heavy and terrible’. From then on, 
all who happened to meet his eyes were permanently seized by an 
incomprehensible lassitude and dread; his relatives and friends 
came to fear and avoid him. All clay long, Lazarus would sit in 
front of his house in Judaea, alone and'motionless, and stare into 
the sun. ‘The thought suggested itself to people that the cold of 
the.,. grave had been so intense, its darkness so deep, that there 
was not in all the earth enough heat or light to warm Lazarus 
and lighten the gloom of his eyes,' Andreyev wrote. At the end 
of the day, I^azarus would follow the sun into the desert, and 
anyone who saw him there, walking always towards the sun, 
found it impossible to forget the sight of his black silhouette 
against the huge red disc, of the sun. People who heard about the 
‘evil peculiarities’ of Lazarus scoficd at the reports of his power 
and came from far away to see for themselves, 

Tho.se who felt any desire to speak, after they had been stricken 
hy liie gaze of Lazarus [Andreyev wrote], described the change that 
had come over ihem somewhat like this: 

All objects seen by the eye and palpable to the hani^pecanic empty) 
li^ht, and transparent, as though they were light shadows in the, 
darkness ,.. \The darl{ness] (mdispcllcd neither by> the sun, nor by 
the moon, iwr by the stars .,. 

The vast emptiness which surrounds the universe ... stretched 
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boundless, penetmtini everywhere, disuniting everything, body from 
body, particle from particle ... There was no more a sense of ime; 
the beginning of all things and their end merged into one. ..A man 
was just born, and funeral candles were already lighted at his head, 
and then were extinguished; and soon there was emptiness where 
before had been the man and the candles. 

One day, Andreyev continued, a famous sculptor decided to go 
from Rome, where he lived, to Judaea to see Lazarus. Although 
the sculptor was renowned throughout the empire for the beauty 
of his work, he felt that his sculpture lacked ‘life’, ‘soul’, and 
‘radiance’, and he hoped to be inspired by the sight of a man 
miraculously raised from the dead. He saw Lazarus and, like all 
the others who had come to see him, was transformed by the 
experience. The sculptor returned to Rome and afterwards cre¬ 
ated only one sculpture, ‘a thing monstrous, possessing none of 
the forms familiar to the eye, yet not devoid of a hint of some 
new unknown form’. Someone happened to notice, however, that 
under one of the monstrous projections of this sculpture was a 
beautifully carved butterfly, ‘trembling as though with a weak 
longing to fly’. Although the sculptor felt that this work was the 
truest thing he had done and that what everyone else considered 
beautiful was ‘a lie’, his friends were shocked and revolted by the 
sculpture, and one of them destroyed it with a hammer, sparing 
only the butterfly. 

The Emperor Augustus felt that he was invincible to the curse 
of Lazarus, and summoned Lazarus to Rome in order to con¬ 
front him. At the encounter that followed, Augustus said to 
Lazarus, ‘My empire is the land of the living; my people are a 
people of the living and not of the dead... I do not know what 
you have seen There, but if you lie, I hate your lies, and if you tell 
the truth, I hate your truth. In my heart I feel the pulse of life; in 
my hands I feel power, and my proud thoughts, like eagles, fly 
through space. Behind my back, under the protection of my 
authority, under the shadow of the laws I have created, men live 
and labour and rejoice.’ Augustus, who had previously command¬ 
ed Lazarus to sit with his face'averted, now boldly looked into 
his, eyes, to see Rome and the empire, all the cities, kingdoms, 
and civilizations throughout time ‘swallowed up in the black 


maw of the Infinite’. Augustus felt stricken by the knowledge 
of death, but then he thought with tenderness of his subjects, 
‘fragile vessels with life-agitated blood and hearts that knew 
both sorrow and great joy’. He gradhally regained his hold on 
life, and he ordered Lazarus’ eyes to be put out with hot irons. 
Lazarus died in the desert of Judaea, shunned and alone, a 
spiritual leper. 

The Russian fable is nineteenth-century rhetoric at its morbid 
extreme, but its central idea - the power that the knowledge of 
death can have over the living - modulates in my mind, here in 
India, like a sombre musical theme; the theme of Laurus shifts 
to E. M. Forster’s A Passage to India, and I think of the elderly 
Englishwoman whose hold on the value of life was undermined 
by her experience in one of the many, identical Marabar caves, a 
dark, circular, tomblike chamber that responded to all distinct 
human sounds - the squeak of a boot or the blowing of a nose, a 
fragment of spoken poetry or an outburst of profanity - with a 
single, reverberating echo, which in so far as it could be ex¬ 
pressed by the human tongue, was ‘bourn’, or ‘bou-oum’, or ‘ou- 
boum’. For her, afterwards, religious faith, devotion to truth, 
appreciation of beauty, generosity of spirit, strength of purpose, 
subtlety of mind, fineness of feeling, eloquence of expression, 
nobility of action, all human accomplishment - indeed, all 
human effort, experience, and understanding - existed but had 
no value. 

She had come to that state [Forster wrote] where the horror of the 
universe and its smallness are both visible at the same time -- the twi¬ 
light of the double vision,.. If this world is not to our taste, well, at 
all events there is Heaven, Hell, Annihilation - one or other of those 
large things, that huge scenic background of stars, fires, blue or black 
air, All heroic endeavour, and all that is known as art, assumes that 
there is such a background, just as all practictil endeavour, when the 
world is to our taste, assumes that the world is all. But in the twilight 
of the double vision, a spiritual rauddledom is set up for which no 
high-sounding words can be found; we can neither act nor refrain 
from action, we can neither ignore nor respect Infinity,,. What had 
spoken to her in that scoured-out cavity of the granite? What dwelt 
in the first of the caves? Something very old and very small. Before 
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tiraC) it was before space also. Something smib-tinsni, inrrtpahle of 
generosity - the undying worm itself,,. Tlie abyss also may be petty, 
the serpent of eternity made of maggots... 

y 

But even what spoke to her in the cave wa.s lo.st in the twilight 
of the double vision: 

As she drove through the huge city ffininbayl wliich the West has 
built and abandoned with a gesture of despair, she lunged m slop... 
and disentangle the hundred Indias that passed eaeji other in its 
streets. The feet of the horses moved her on, and presently the boat 
sailed and thousands of coconut p.alms appeared all round the atit lior- 
age and climbed the hills to wave her farewell, 'So von iliottgiti an 
echo was India; you took the Marahar caves as linal,?' they latighcd. 
‘What have wc in common with them ?... (intid-hye! ’ 

So, at the do,sc of the journey, India, in her vasfncss, mocked 
what the Englishwoman thought she had seen there - the abyss 
she had taken a,s final In a different way, what had spoken to me 
in Calcutta - through, for instance, the crying leper ~ .seemed to 
me, for a time, final, too. It wa.s as though in Calcutta I had con¬ 
fronted the Lazarus of Andreyev. 

But, gradually, I somehow managed to resume travelling and 
working. While knowing that I could never again be free of 
Calcutta, in time I came to realize that the leper was one India in 
‘the hundred Indias’ that I pas,scd in the streets, one theme in the 
many that my journey introduced and developed in my minrl. 
Now, a,s I continue ray exploration,s, old refrains, figure,s, and 
phrases return, and are picked up and restated, in a dksonant 
crescendo of leaden tones against golden tone.s. 


Enclave; 'Few Ways of Life Can Equal the Goan in 
Merriment and Mad Abandon’ 

Goa, the fir,St Western foothold on the Indian .subcontinent and 
the la,St of the colonial pos,sc,s.sion,s here to be relinquished, is a 
triangle of land nearly sixty-five rhiles long and about thirty-.sevcn 


miles across at it.s widest point, It lies .some two hundred miles 
.south of the city cif Bombay, aloug the coast of the Arabian Sea, 
on the slopes of the Western Ghats. It is wedged between the 
states of Maharashtra and My.sore, With Daman and Diu, two 
tiny Portuguese settlements north of Bombay, Goa formed the 
Pornigiic.se empire in India from 1510, when the Portuguese 
.soldier Affotiso dc Albuquerque took it for the Portugue.se crown, 
until iqdi, when the Indian Army marched into Goa and ‘liber¬ 
ated’ it, A year later, Goa, Daman, and Din together were desig¬ 
nated a self-governing Union territory, Now Goa, which has a 
population of about six hundred and fifty thousand, is considered 
to be more ‘European’ than any other part of India; one out of 
every three Goans is Christian, one out of every three speaks 
Portuguese ~ the mother tongue of Goa is Konkanl - and edu¬ 
cated Goans pride themselves on being as fluent in English as 
Indians anywhere. I decide to indulge myself in a little European 
holiday in India, and look through some travel literature on Goa. 
The brochures cle.scrihc the place as ‘a land of rolling green hills 
and paddy fields, palm-fringed lakes and waterfalls’, ‘a veritable 
garden of exotic fruits and plants and flowers rivalled in colour 
only by the vivid dre.ss of the friendly people’, ‘a rippling play¬ 
ground of water’. One booklet claims that Goa is ‘as picturesque 
as the rugged Aegean Islands of Greece and the Dalmatian Coast 
of Yugoslavia, the ancient villages of England, the enchanting 
Channel Islands off France, and the magnificent Costa Brava in 
Spain’. ‘Impenitent individuals though the Goans are, they like 
to gang together and have their fun,’ says a foreword to a book 
of humorous drawings entitled Goa with Love^ by Mario 
Miranda, a Fmes of India caricaturist (he signs his drawings 
Mario), The foreword goes on, ‘More than anything, they seem, 
to want to he amu.scd; indeed docs not the whole of Goan life 
.seem in he one whirl of excitement?... And few ways of life can 
equal the Goan in merriment and mad abandon.’ 

Today, in Panjim, Goa’s capital, which is a re,sortlike city on 
the River Mandovi, I am dining at the Hotel Mandovi with a 
colleague of Mario’s, Chinu Panchal, who covers Goa for the 
.same paper, The menu: 
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Asparagus Soup 

Fish a Caprice 

OR 

Prawn Balachao 

Chicken Massaia Tanduri 
Potatoes - Vegetables 

OR 

Roast Wild Deer 

Roast Potatoes 
Vegetables 

Milles Feuilles 

OR 

Fresh Pineapple 
Coffee 

Wine, contraband through much of India, is readily available 
here, and Chinu and I are soon dining on venison and drinking 
a Bordeaux. 

‘Panjim is a dead place,’ Chinu says, with exaggerated sol¬ 
emnity, ‘It is scarcely alive in the daytime. By eight in the even¬ 
ing, it’s as dead as if there were man-eating tigers on the streets. 
In the three months I’ve been here, you might say I’ve been carry¬ 
ing on an investigation of why this is so. I’ve reached a conclu¬ 
sion: The Portuguese rulers felt that if they allowed their Goan 
subjects to go out after dark, they would have bad thoughts.’ 

I think of the famous beaches in and around Panjim - Donha 
Paula, Caspar Dias, Calangute, Vegator, and Caisua - and 
remark to Chinu that I’d like to go swimming in the Arabian Sea. 

‘You won’t find many people here going into the water,’ he 
says. ‘People here are not much interested in getting wet. A Goan 
goes to the beach as if he were going to a party - in a suit and tie, 
a felt hat, and his best Bata-made shoes. What Goans like about 
the beach is the idea of going there and seeing one another. Goans 
love to dress up, and people in Goan high society give formal 
buffets with music - practically every Goan plays the violin - as if 
they were living in nineteenth-century Vienna. The young Goan 
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socialites will go to a dance with their parents, and during the 
dancing a boy and girl may flirt a little. The following Saturday 
night, the boy will go serenading under the girl's window, and 
perhaps sing a jtulo. You see, Goans think they are very Latin.’ 

The summer house of Marcelino da Lima Leitao, where I am 
drinking Coca-Cola this moniiiig with a couple of Goan political 
chiefs, is on a hilltop covered with black rock and swept by sea 
breezes. My host is tall and dark, with a thin moustache, and his 
wife is small and slim, witli a pointed face. She is dressed in a 
frock, like a liuropean woman, and has her hair pulled back with 
a ribbon. My fellow-guest is Dr Jack de Sequeira, a large man, 
dressed all in white, with black hair and a bushy white beard, 
which he playfully fondles, now and again covering his mouth 
with it. 

‘Nothing can be done here until we settle the main issue in 
Goan politics, the question of Goa’s status in the Indian Union,’ 
Mr Leitao is saying energetically. 'For administrative conveni¬ 
ence, some Indians want to merge Goa with Mahara.shtra. The 
Maharashtrawadi Gomantak Party, wliich has a majority in our 
Legislative Assembly, leans towards this idiotic policy. But we 
United Goans, as the opposition party, stand for a separate and 
enlarged, Koiikani-speaking state of Goa, which would take, in 
parts of Maharashtra and Mysore,’ 

‘Mr Leitao founded the United Goans and is still its moving 
spirit,’ Dr Sequeira tells me. 'He didn’t stand for election to the 
Legislative Assembly, because, like Gandhi, he wants to stay 
above party politics.’ 

‘My wife .stood instead, and won,’ Mr Leitao says. ‘I intend to 
continue as a kingmaker in Goa’s next election ~ especially south 
of the River Zuari, where we United Goans are a force to reckon 
with.’ 

I ask wily it is so important for Goa to be a separate state, 

‘We Goans are very, very different from Indians,’ Mrs Leitao 
says passionately, 'Our music, our folk dances, our dress, our food 
.are all different. We are not accustomed to living on one chapatti 
and a few cliillics a clay. We want a full plate of rice and curry at 
lunch and anodier one at dinner, Our behaviour is more sophisti- 
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cated and more Westemizd. If m were merged with Maha- 
lashtra, we would lose our individuality. Maharashtrians are very 
aggressive people. They have expansionist ideas, and they think 

that Maharashtra is a law unto itself.’ 

‘We want to preserve our distinctive, romantic, easy-going 

Goan character,’Mr Leitao says. 

Dr Sequeira suddenly brushes a mosquito from his beard. 
‘ “Down with the mosquitoes!” has been my fighting cry at the 
Legislative Assembly,’ he says. ‘The government sprays with 
DDT, but it does no good, Our drains are defective, our water 
pipes are defective, septic tanks are few and far between. What 
we arc going to have in Goa is a mosquito raj.’ 

One evening, Chinu and I drive to the near-by village of Mar- 
dao to have a drink at Signor Marques’s bar, a favourite haunt of 
the Goan cognoscenti. Marques’s bar is a small room dimly lit by 
oil lamps. It has a low ceiling with wooden rafters, and green 
walls, which are hung with religious pictures and family photo¬ 
graphs. There are a couple of marble-topped tables and about a 
dozen wooden chairs. At one side of the room, a narrow, open 
staircase, its steps littered with empty bottles, leads to an upper 
storey. On the floor, there are crates of Coca-Cola and, around 
them, cigarette stubs, ashes, bits of paper, cockroaches. In one 
corner, under a mirror and a couple of shelves of medicine, is a 
high, square table crowded with bottles of spirits and wines. 
Stationed by this table is a tall, plump man with a shock of un¬ 
combed grey hair, a stubble of some days, narrow eyes, and a 
big grin, which shows that many of his teeth arc missing. An 
amulet hangs from a chain around his neck. Now and again, he 
mixes drinks for the few people who are in the room or pulls 
banknotes out of his pockets and riffles through them. He is 
Signor Marques. 

We order a round of drinks, As we are sipping them, a .small, 
elegant man whom Chinu introduces as Pythagoras, a wine mer¬ 
chant, joins us. ‘Before the Indian Army marched in and “liber¬ 
ated” us, there was no limit to the wines and spirits I could 
import,’ Pythagoras says, with the soft ‘d’s and ‘t’s that I have 
come to associate with Goans -speaking English. ‘Now wines and 


lEADEN ECHO, GOI.DEN ECHO 483 

^iriis have been taxed out of the market, and it’s difficult to get a 
licence to import them.’ 

‘In the good old days,’ Marque,s .says, entering the conversation 
from his corner, ‘House of Lords, House of Pcer.s, very cheap. 
Queen Anne, Old Smuggler, only nine rupees. For eleven rupees, 
Johnnie Walker, Haig & Haig, White Horse. First-class beer; 
Beck’s, from Germany; St Pauli, from Switzerland; Amstel, from 
Holland; Gloucester, from England, and Guinness stout, from 
Ireland; Asahi, from Japan. In the old days, so many wines - 
Portuguese wine, Fcrerina wine, port wine Numbers One, Two, 
Three, Four, Five. And W Special, best imported brand. And 
W, the best in its company’s line. Now duty on a bottle of tabic 
wine is twelve rupees. In the old days, wine tinto, mo bJanco, 
Lagoste, champagne. Brandy - Castolan, Remy Martin, Hen- 
ncssy. Now India making Beehive brandy, trying to ape the 
foreigners.’ 

'That’s the price of freedom and progress,’ Chinu .says. 

Pythagoras throws out his neat hands and shakes his head. 

‘Marques still runs a very good bar,’ says a young man, joining 
us. He is pleasant-looking and has a trimmed black beard. He 
turns out to be Mario Miranda himself. ‘You’ll still find swingers 
flying down from prohibition-cursed Bombay just to wet their 
whiskers here.’ 

Mario enters into conversation with a lean, animated man at 
the next table, and he turns out to be Hugh de Souza, the editor 
of A Vida, which, with three thousand readers, is the main 
Portugucse-Ianguage paper in Goa. 

We have another round. 

‘Goans still have special importing privileges for some items, 
and they exploit them fully,’ Chinu says. ‘The number of Seven 
O’clock razor blades imported from England each year is 
enough to shave all the Goans for the next century,’ 

More rounds follow. Everyone in the bar joins in the conversa¬ 
tion, and the connection between remarks becomes more and 
more obscure, 

‘The colonizers thought it was their mission to eat, drink, and 
be merry, and at one time Goans offered them their women a.s a 
matter of course, Now there are so many half-breeds.’ 
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‘When the Portuguese first got here, the Goans who resisted 
conversion to Christianity had their hands cut o 0 or were roasted 

* '‘But what is "liberation"? Indian majors came and pounced 
on our transistors. The Indians abolished our fortnightly lotteries 
and our system of compulsory night duty for taxis.’ 

‘Nowadays, a junior clerk requires a dowry of at least three 
thousand rupees and a doctor or lawyer thirty thousand aiuUp- 
wards, which means that the girls here are going unmarried. 

‘My favourite Goan club is Casco. It rhymes with “Moscow”.’ 

‘All the dancing girls are gone from our temples, but does that 
mean our temples are any more holy f ’ 

The lamps sputter and start going out. 

‘In the old days, we having the best German lamps in Goa,’ 
Marques says. ‘Nowadays, only local lamps. No good. So many 
brands, but none of them giving satisfaction. These local lamps 
not got even one moment’s life. Hopelc.ss. Always giving much 
trouble. Wick burning down, we having to light it again, but we 
having to wart to get the glass cold, so the customer having to 
. wait in the dark for half an hour. When we lighting it - 
they falling off the wall like melons. That time no light, this time 
no light.’ 

I wake from an afternoon nap in my room at the newly com 
structed Tourist Hostel in Panjim. It is suffocatingly hot, attd the 
room is full of the whine of mosquitoes. I find that the fan over¬ 
head has gone dead. I try the radio beside my cot, Nothing hap¬ 
pens. I turn on the tap in the washbasin. There is only a whoosh 
of air. I call for a bearer. No one comes. I go down to the little 
office of the hostel. There is no sign of the clerk. The few guests 
at the hostel are standing around talking excitedly. I learn that 
the clerk, the cook, the bearers, and the sweepers have all gone 
home, that there is no water, no electricity, no ferry or taxi 
service, and that newspapers, hospitals, workshops, post offices, 
and hotels have all shut down. Everything has come to an abrupt 
standstill, for there is a general strike on in Goa. 

According to the guests, the government and the strike leaders 
arc busy passing out handbills and trading insults. The govern- 
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ment has declared the strike illegal and has .set in motion the 
machinery to restore essential services in Goa by calling in the 
Army; the strike leaders have excoriated the government for 
reneging on promised wage increases; the governm(.)nt ha.s said 
that the country’s economy is in recession and everyone must bear 
with a period of hardship; the strike leaders have said that the 
workers are in no mood to go back to their jobs and that the 
general strike is an omen of things to come in all of India. 


Ciif; ‘Only Four Annas on the Mat' 

‘We were anchored in the harbour of beautiful, sun-girt Bom¬ 
bay,’ begins a Victorian description by Sir George W. Forre.st of 
the mo.st famous city on the Arabian Sea. ‘The fishing boats, with 
their large brown lateen .sails, were gliding away... Steamers and 
brigs, and Arab dhows, with their broad, raised poops,.. are 
anchored before us; and not far from the dhows are two turret 
ships of ugly but imposing pre.sence, meant to protect the gate of 
our Indian Empire. In the far distance rises into sight a well- 
wooded hill, and between it and a long spit of land lies the city of 
Bombay, whose towers and domes soar clear in the serene and 
transparent air.’ Today, the Taj Mahal, a grand, air-conditioned 
hotel on the harbour of this forked peninsula, stands as a typical 
Indian monument to the splendour of the Empire: the British 
architect who designed the hotel intended it to face the harbour, 
but, by a queer accident, the Indian workers who executed his 
design transposed the plans, so that the hotel, though it is on the 
water, faces the street. At the Taj Mahal, I have found refuge 
from another Bombay, whose decaying tenements and mud 
hovels lie huddled and choked in the chaos of the modern com¬ 
mercial city that serves as the capital of the state of Maharashtra. 

A correct elderly man enters my room at the hotel. ‘Salaam, 
Sahib, I am your winebearer,’ he says. Ele has a .serviette over one 
arm and carries a silver tray on which are arrayed a bucket of ice, 
a wineglass, a corkscrcw-cum-bottle opener, and, incongruously, 
a bottle of beer. Putting down the tray, he swishes the bottle 
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afouftd in the ice and, as if he were serving wine, wraps it in the 
serviette, opens it, and pours a few foaming drops into the wine¬ 
glass for me to taste. ‘There is prohibition here in Maharashtra,’ 
k says, ‘but a calling is a calling, and no one can take it away. 
Imported black-market wine is hard to get, so I serve the gucst- 
sahibs imported black-market beer. 

I taste the beer and thank him, and he withdraws. 

Wherever I go in Bombay, the question of prohibition comes 
op in one form or another, as if it were the main concern here. 
Though the Indian Constitution directs all the states to ‘en¬ 
deavour to bring about prohibition of the con.sumption except for 
medicinal purposes of intoxicating drinks’, each state has its own 
intricate laws on drinking, and Mahara.shtra is one of just three 
states that have legislated total prohibition. The only way anyone 
in the state can obtain a drink legally is by appearing before a 
medical board and .satisfying it that he cannot live without intoxi¬ 
cants. He is then certified as an alcoholic and issued a permit that 
allows him to buy from liceiused .shops for alcoholics twelve bottles 
of beer or one bottle of .spirituous liquor a week. Although this 
procedure has recently been liberalized - with a testimonial from 
a family doctor, anyone over forty can receive a permit - and the 
weekly quota has been raised by fifty per cent, the only escape 
from prohibition for most poor people is still cheap liquor pro¬ 
duced by illicit distillers and .sold at black-markct shops and 
speakeasies. These places have proliferated in dry areas through¬ 
out the country, and especially in Bombay, which i.s the centre of 
the illicit-liquor trade, as I discover for my.self one evening when 
a friend who is a Bombay hon umnt meets me at the Taj Mahal 
and takes me on a tour of illicit night spots, 

The first speakeasy we visit is a clean, well-lighted place near 
by. The proprietor is an Afrikaner from Capetown. ‘My bozc is . 
the best in Bombay,’ he .says, .serving my friend. ‘The very best, I 
get it from good distillers, and good distillers know their fer¬ 


mentation. They let nature take its course.’ My friend samples the 
Afrikaner’s distillate and pronounces it ‘soda water’. 

Our next stop is a little loft over a tenement. It is called 


Auntie’s, and it has tables and benches, a tub, and a kero,sene 


stove, on which a pot simmers. In one corner, there is a crib, in 
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which a baby is crying, and, beside it, a creche bearing the in* 
scription 'Gloria in Excelsh Deo’. TTie proprietor, who is a 
woman trailed by three or four children, throws a towel over 
the crib to muffle the cries of the baby, washes a glass in the 
tub, and brings the glass over to us, along with a jar of chalky 
liquid. 

My friend pour.s him,self a drink and tosse.s it down. ‘Almost, 
but not quite, No fire,’ he says. 

We go through a spiderweb of streets and alleyways to the 
back of another tenement. My friend approaches a dark, barred 
window, taps out a signal, and thrusts a rupee note through the 
bars. A few moments later, the neck of a brown milk bottle 
appears between the bars. My friend kneels quickly under the 
window and opens his mouth. There is a jerk of the bottle, and 
a thick brown liquid spla.shes into his mouth. ‘This is itl’ my 
friend exclaims contentedly. ‘This is the real stuff!’ 

The inibject of the production and consumption of alcoholic 
beverages is one of the most divisive political issues in the 
country, mostly because of a campaign for national prohibition 
that has long been waged by Gandhians, who are found in all 
parts of India, and who are an Important force in Indian politics 
and in the ruling National Congress Party. In Gandhi’s mind, 
the achievement of national prohibition was bound up with the 
realization of his lifelong dream - freedom for the so-called 
untouchables from the religious, social, and economic taboos that 
had always kept them at the bottom of Hindu society. Drinking 
was most widespread among the untouchables, and Gandhi felt 
that it was one more hindrance to their advancement. He often 
expressed himself strongly on the question of prohibition, saying, 
‘The drunkard forgets the distinction between wife, mother, and 
sister,’ and ‘I would rather have India reduced to a state of pau¬ 
per!,sm than have thousands of drunkards in our midst, I would 
rather have India without education if that is the price to be 
paid for making it dry,’ and ‘If I was appointed dictator for one 
hour for all of India, the first thing I would do would be to 
close without compensation all the liquor shops ... compel 
factory owners to produce humane conditions for their workmen 
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and open refreshment and recreation rooms where these work¬ 
men would get innocent drinks and equally innocent amuse¬ 
ments ’ and 'I hold drink to be more damnable than thieving 
and perhaps even prostitution. Is it not often the parent of 
both?’And so on. 

I spend some time talking with state Ministers, prohibi- 

tionists, and social workers. t , 

My first encounter is with Dr Rafiq Zakaria, Maharashtra s 
Minister of Urban Development. He lives in a fashionable area 
of Bombay, in a large, light bungalow decorated in modern 
style, with bold colours. I am sitting with him on a spacious 
upstairs veranda, which is cooled by a mild wind from the sea.. 
Zakaria, who is having a breakfast of cornflakes, French toast, 
and mangoes, has a square face, with a dim|)le in each cheek, 
and wears glasses with heavy frames. Three children, all young 
and well-behaved, are playing on the floor of the veranda, 
supervised by Mrs Zakaria, who is a little chubby, and who has 
a pretty, young-looking face, with round eyes and a charming 
smile, and long black hair that swings down to her hips in a 
plait. ‘By and large, the members of the Cabinet believe in 
liberalizing prohibition,’ he tells me when the subject comes up 
in our conversation. ‘If prohibition were lifted today through¬ 
out India, we could realize from twenty to forty crores of rupees 
in liquor revenues in Maharashtra alone within a year, and from 
two hundred to four hundred crores in the country as a 
whole. But there is still a powerful section of the Congress 
Party that favours prohibition, because of Gatidhi and the history 
of drinking among the untouchables and the other backward 
classes,’ 

My second encounter is with Maharashtra’s Minister of Pro¬ 
hibition, who is himself a Gandhian and comes from a back¬ 
ward class, and who receives me in a large, dingy office. He tells 
me, ‘If we ever abolish prohibition in Maharashtra, we’ll become 
like the corrupt Westerners - drink, wear promiscuous cowboy 
pantaloons, become the slaves of the drunken Americans.’ 

My third encounter is with a social worker from the Prohi¬ 
bition Department a middle-aged woman named Maltee Ten¬ 
dulkar, who has published a prize-winning essay, ‘Drink, the 
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Devil’. It opens with this epigraph, which is fairly typical of die 
piece: 

First Sip is last leap from Death Cliff, 

Such is alcohol the curse on humanity, 

Invites sorrow, misery, and untold grief. 

Enters blood and disrupts the gravity... 

Billions arc dead and millions dying, 

Battles are lost and Empires vacated, 

While regiments of addicts denying 
Sobriety for Victory but get craving placated. 

She explains how the social workers in her department go 
about the task of lifting ‘the curse on humanity’ from Maha¬ 
rashtra, 'We in the Prohibition Department go from town to 
town, village to village, and find out which homes are worst hit 
by drink,’ she tells me. ‘In the daytime, we seek out the women 
and talk with them about their troubles. We ask them why their 
husbands don’t bring home all their earnings, why they aren’t 
saving money, why their husbands beat them. Finally, we con¬ 
front them with the fact that their husbands are drunkards. At 
first, the women deny it. But after a while they admit the truth. 
In the evening, we attack the men themselves. Ninety per cent of 
them usually feel guilty about drinking anyway, and we begin 
with the guilt. We lecture them on how drink is the source of all 
evil, how it destroys the body, the mind, and the home. We tell 
them drink raises the blood pressure, addles the brain, and 
makes people go insane and die, We tell them it gives people 
cancer of the throat, cancer of the lungs, cancer of the liver. We 
teach them Marathi songs.’ Suddenly, in a high-pitched, crack¬ 
ing voice, she sings; 

'Drink is the seductress 
Tlwt breaks up the marriage. 

Drink is the locust 
That cats up the harvest, 

Drink is the lire 
That cremates the father. 

Drink is the plague 
That swallows up the home,’ 
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I am riding towards Bombay in a suburban train. A well* 
dre.ssed man sitting next to me takes a flask and a brass cup from 
an attach^ case and pours himself out a peg of Scorch whisky. 
express surprise. He introduces himself, and I learn that he is 
ahighly placed politician. , f 

‘The public is against prohibition,’ he tells me, over the dm of 
the train. The law just can’t be enforced, even though most of 
our policemen spend most of their time pursuing the offenders. 
After a man has spent a long day at work under our terrible 
conditions, he is going to drink. But under prohibition he ha,s 
to drink poison, and the moonshiners and bootleggers who make 
it and sell it ride around in big cars. True, prohibition was 
Gandhi’s dream. Great men have great dreams, but we lesser 
mortals have to ask the practical question of whether the dream 
lends inself to administration. Anyone who looks at the govern¬ 
ment’s Report on Prohibition will know what I mean.’ 

The Report, which is very much in the news just now, is the 
result of several years of travel, inspection, and collection of oral 
and written testimony by a team that the central government 
appointed in 1963 to review the administration of prohibition 
throughout the country, The team noted, among other things, 
that from ancient times Indians had produced and con.sumccl a 
variety of liquors, fermented from rice, barley, millet, sugar, and 
cashew; that there had always been a native toddy industry, 
toddy being a drink made from the .sap of palm trees - palmyra, 
coconut, date, and sago *■ which grow all over India; and that, 
in fact, there had always been a ca.ste of toddy-tafipers, whose 
occupation had consisted of drawing sap from the palm trees, 
fermenting it, and selling it in toddy shops. The team reported 
that in dry areas people were now drinking such forms of in¬ 
toxicants as colognes, after-shave lotions, nose drops, and paint 
thinners, and concoctions prepared with such adulterants as 
spirits of ammonia, tincture of opium, and chloroform, and that 
in all the slums of the.se dry areas illicit stills had been set up. 
(In one slum area, four hundred and eighty-seven illicit stills 
were operating within a one-mile radius.) The operators of these 
stills were preparing their mash from such ingredients as rotten 
fruit and nuts, and to speed up the process of fermentation they 
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were using, in place of yeast, such chemicals as sulphuric acid, 
ammonium chloride, and copper or ammonium .sulphate, or 
■such other .substitutes as rancid meat and fish, frogs, lizards, and 
cockroaches. The distillers, to avoid detection, often hid vessels 
of fermenting mash in manholes and cesspools, or under the 
slaughtering platforms of tanneries; they boiled the fermented 
masli in a cheap and easily assembled contraption comsisting of, 
at the least, a couple of earthenware jars connected by a bamboo 
section, or, at the most, kettles, copper tubing, and storage 
drums; and they collected the condensed vapour and fu,sel oil. 
Although the first draught of this distillation might be drink* 
able, subsequent draughts increasingly acquired the impurities, 
sometimes lethal, of the original mash. The distillate was then 
poured into bicycle or automobile inner tubes or football 
bladders and given to carriers. These carriers were likely to be 
either women, who wore the inner tubes and bladders under 
their clothes, simulating pregnancy, or lepers, who travelled 
with impunity because they were so feared that even the police 
left them alone. The distillate was taken to black-market .shops 
and speakeasies, where it was sold to customers as ‘snake juice’. 
The illicit-liquor trade had become a huge bu,sine.ss, becau.se, 
with an investment of a few rupees, the moonshiners and boot* 
loggers could gather hundreds of rupees In profits, and, mean- 
w'hile, in the words of the Report, ‘the consumer neither 
bargains nor bothers to know whether the liquor he has been 
purchasing has been for days concealed unclcr layers of ex¬ 
crement ... or has been made from a wash fmash] to which 
have been added poisonous and putrid substances’. Even though 
all the evidence in the Report seemed to point to the need for 
repeal of prohibiiinri everywhere, the Report, in its conclusion, 
called for total nation.al prohibition, partly on historical grounds; 
it attributed all the great di,sastcrs of history - including the 
premature clcaih of Alexander the Great and the fall of his 
empire, the collapse of the Maginot Line, and the American 
defeat at Pearl Harbour - to the effects of alcohol. 

‘Prohibition is another of those lost causes to which the Indian 
government is always dedicating itself,’ a Bombay journalist 
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says to me in the course of an evening walk. 'Instead of tilting at 
windmills, the government ought to spend a little time on the 
streets chasing the true criminals.’ He leads me into a narrow 
street, On either side are rows upon rows of sleeping figures, 
who belong to Bombay’s homeless poor. Some are on rattan 
mats and are covered, others on bare ground and all but naked, 
"We pass someone covered from head to toe with a white sheet, 
like a corpse, then two thin children sleeping in each other’s 
arms, then a young couple taking shelter in a doorway. The 
woman draws back into the doorway, crying. The man crouches 
passively. The street is lined with little tenement houses, all of 
which have curtained windows, and from each tenement comes 
the sound of a voluptuous raga or, jarringly, Western mood 
music interrupted by announcements from the Voice of America 
or the B.B.C. Barkers move up and down the street, calling 
after passers-by or catching at their sleeves. They shout, ‘House 
Number Twol Nautch and ragasl' ‘Number Ten I Best Anglo- 
Indians 1 ’ ‘Number Fourteen I Japanese, Burmese, Ceylone,se!’ 
Ahead is an open, curtainless window, which reveals a brightly 
lit square parlour. A number of girls dressed in blouses and 
petticoats are seated on benches along the walls, A fat woman in 
her early forties with a bunch of keys tucked into the waist of 
her sari sits at a desk by the window. ‘Come in I Come in! ’ she 
calls out to us. ‘Our house has a good name for fun all over Bom¬ 
bay. This is a first-class house. All my girls have studied in con¬ 
vents. My girls are blessed.’ 

We walk through more streets - passing tenements chequered 
with yellow light, stalls crowded with tins of ghi and baskets of 
sweetmeats, areas along the roadside where vendors cook and 
sell food - assaulted by the sounds and smells of the close, sleep¬ 
less Indian night. 

‘A Congress politician owns all the tenements in the street we 
just left,’ the journalist says. ‘He owns all the girls who live in 
them, too. He has an agent who manages the business and pays 
protection money, to the police. The agent is in league with a 
gang that roams the streets, covers the railway stations and bus 
depots, and makes forays into the villages in search of fresh 
supplies of good-looking girls. Sometimes the girls are no more 


than nine or ten, and the gang will buy them from their parents 
for a .small sum. If the girls arc older, the gang will lure them 
with promises of jobs as nurses or maid.s. Once they get the 
girls, they hand them over to the agent, who installs them in 
the tenements, which are managed like forced-labour camps, 
Every day, the girls are made to work for as many hours as they 
can physically endure it. Every night, a couple of men in the pay 
of the agent come with nightsticks and take away most of what 
they earn. The girls are made to live four to a room, to cook for 
themselves, to make and wash their own clothes, and to buy 
whatever they need within the confines of the street, where the 
politician owns a few shops that sell all the necessities - every¬ 
thing from saris to gbi and tobacco. The girls can never escape, 
The agent, the police, and the gang see to that. Once, some of 
these girls joined with others in the city to try to form a union 
of prostitutes to protect themselves from the profiteers. They 
sent a [letition to the Prime Minister in Delhi, who forwarded it 
to the I-Iome Minister, who forwarded it to some Congress poli¬ 
ticians in Bombay. The.se politicians happened to be the very 
profiteers from whom the prostitutes were trying to protect 
themselves. Naturally, nothing came of the petition. Whether 
one goes to a house wliere a fair-skinned young girl charges fifty 
rupees for a night and receives her customer in a bedroom or 
whether one goes to a street where a dark-skinned old woman 
sells her body for a few annas and receives her customer in a 
stall, one is swelling the income of one profiteer or another.’ 

We turn into a long, narrow, noisy, crowded street, Set back 
on cither hand, alongside open drains, are stalls - or cages, as 
they are called - with tall, hinged grilles giving on the street, In 
the front part of each cage are a primus stove, some tin water 
buckets, enamelled washbasins, earthenware water jars, and a 
few brass pots and pans; on the floor is a rattan mat, and on the 
walls hang a few little mirrors, or pictures of Hindu gods and 
goddesses or of Gandhi and Nehru. In the back part of Ac cage 
are a couple of cots, half concealed by dirty gauze curtains, and 
a cubicle, often with a warped door, that serves as a lavatory. 
Inside the cages are Punjabi, Madrasi, Bengali, and Mahara.sh- 
trian women, who press against the grilles, posing, boasting> 
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dolmj!, begging, 

sp ttini OccasioMllf, there is a young girl, with ribbons pla cj 
to her oilerl hair, and dressed in new, gaud, clothes co rrf 
w * glittering seejulns and spangles, but most of the worn njn 
riges wei Med elothes and have dark or salloY«k- 
marked faces stained with betelnut |uice and painted with kohl 

“S'your mother teach you any 

calls out. 'Come herel Only sis annas on the cotl Only lout 

annas on the mat -• special rate 1 


Arts:'"Om” on the Infant's Tongue’ 

Since popular, commercial films distributed throughout the 
eountry^^e viewed by more people than films 'ho” 
else, Indian film stars esert a greater infiuence 0'""'“" 
more people than any other entertainers in the wot A Th ™a 
are usMly romantic or religious melodramas, and the Indi n 
fan magaaines tend to present their subjects a.s gods in human 
form, Lorous beings whose incarnations are governec^ by the 
special late of pignant struggle and magical success and whM 
edstence is pervaded by an atmosphere of sex and mys 
Here, for example, is Sunil Dutt, one of the most arden ly wor¬ 
shipped of the stars, telling his life story in an issue of 

long, long ago, my parents were married. Time pa,Bed, On a hot 
day when the sun was at its zenith, when aniiety, hope, .and cxpcaa- 
tions of the household had reached the pitch, a child was born. It.was 
m parenls’ first-born and they called him nalra|. The graildmo her, 
a woman of great faith, dipped a knitiing needle in hnney and to- 
scriH the word Vm' on the infant’s tongue. Her hope was that the 
cliilcl should taste the sweetness of success throughout hts life. .. Kalr.n) 
went through a hard period of struggle, suffered privations, tasted the 
bitterness of ambitions being thwarted, At last there came a thaw in 
the cold.frustration and aimlessness. Balraj shed his frustrated sc 1 w 
become Sunil Dutt. The end of Balraj’s struggles saw the birth of 
Sunil Dutt. 


LEADEN ECHO, GOLDEN ECHO 495 


A tableau comes to mind from a visit I once made to a film 
studio in Madras; Half a dozen small, dark men who are 
dressed in nineteenth-century British Army costumes lounge 
around outside a studio building, A couple of other men are 
carrying a painted backdrop through the doors of the building. 
Inside, in a room with bright-blue walls on which hang cheap 
commercial calendars, sticks of incense burn in front of a statue 
of Lakshmi, goddess of money. This is the office of the general 
manager of the studio. He is a thin, dark man with a long red 
mark painted from his hairline to the bridge of his nose, and he 
is haggling about the price of processing film with another man, 
who is boiling water with an immersion coil. In another room, 
with bright-pink walls, one man is sitting at a dressing table 
with strong lights, another on a broken-down plastic-covered 
sofa. The man at the dressing table has thick, wavy black hair, a 
narrow moustache, and a dimpled chin. He wears a very tight, 
bright shirt, tight, bright trousers, scarlet socks, and pointed 
Tcdcly-boy shoes. The top buttons of his shirt are open, to ex¬ 
pose his chest. He is M. G. Ramachandran, one of the great 
heroes of the southern screen, The man on the sofa is also in 
tight, bright clothes; he has his hair combed up in a pompadour. 
He is known simply as Nage.sh, and is the greatest comedian of 
the southern screen. They are talking about their fees. Inside, 
and outside the studio buildings, small, dark, thin men are mak¬ 
ing elaborate patterns on the floor or the ground with white 
powder ~ an ancient religious cu.stom among orthodox Hindus 
in the south. That was some time back, in Madras, the centre of 
the film industry in the south, but tonight I am in Bombay, the 
undisputed capital of the entire Indian film industry, at a dinner 
party given by R. K. Nayar, a young director, who is the 
current sensation of Bombay cinema. Besides Sunil Dutt, 
several other ascendant stars arc here, Sadhana Shivdasani is 
here, I. S. Johar is here.. Sonia Sahni is here. Everyone is 
turned out in opulent clothes and dazzling jewels. We are all 
in the living room before cliiincr, sitting around ^an artificial 
fountain anti drinking spiked lemonade. Ihere is the smell 
of incense in the air.' I am silting between lohar, a stody 
but good-looking comic actor, and Sonia Sahni, a beautuul 
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Kashmiri ingmue, and Sonia is telling me how she and Johar 
first met. 

‘I was a co-ed at the university in Srinagar,’ she says. ‘One 
day, my girl friends and I heard that I. S. Johar was shooting a 
picture in Srinagar, and we went to watch.’ 

‘I saw Sonia looking on,’ Johar says. ‘She took my fancy right 
away.’ 

‘There was a short-cut to my house, but it involved climbing 
a four-foot wall,’ Sonia goes on. ‘I was used to that wall, and on 
my way home that day I climbed right over it. I happened to 
look around. There was Johar, I’ll never forget the expression on 
his face. He was struggling to get his big stomach over the wall. 
I fell in love with him then and there, head over heels. Without 
even giving a thought to my B.A. finals, I followed Johurji to 
Bombay. But when I got here, I felt like such a hick. I started 
reading magazines on how to put on make-up, how to do one’s 
hair, how to dress - how to look smart. I didn’t even know how 
to make conversation, so I engaged a lady teacher to give me a 
course in conversational topics. Then Joharji got me into the 
films.’ 

‘Our film “Goa” has made more money than practically any 
other Indian film,’ Johar says. 

‘Our film industry is the cruellest in the world,’ Sadhana says, 
joining us. She is a pretty, light-skinned Sindhi girl with large 
dark-brown eyes. ‘A while ago, word got out that I had a thy¬ 
roid condition. Within two days, another actress was approached 
for my part. Maybe it is true what they say - that the only pro¬ 
tection stars have is their black.’ 

‘Black is black money,’ one of the guests near by explains. 
‘You cannot bank black, because the whole point is to escape the 
taxes by not having any record of these earnings.’ 

‘The whole economy of Bombay would collapse without 
black,’ Johar says. ‘People have to spend it fast and .spread it 
around, so they won’t get caught with it. Many women turn 
black into diamonds and emeralds and wear them at secret 
“black parties”.’ 

‘Don’t people get caught?’ I ask. 

‘When someone does get caught, there’s always a way out,’ 
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Johar says. ‘Our society is built on bribes. Recently, the govern¬ 
ment found lakhs of ru|it;es in an actress’s house. It was in a 
false celling in her bathroom. But the case became such a legal 
tangk; that the government and the actress just decided to .split 
the bathroom black.’ 

‘The way to make the greatest amount of money is to produce 
one-man films -■ have one’s own studio, be one’s own writer, pro¬ 
ducer, director, ami actor,' Dmt says. ‘I produced a one-man film 
and it mailc a tremendous amount of money. But then I am 
a very popular actor in India.’ 

‘My last three films all had silver jubilec.s,’ Sadhana .says. She 
goes on to explain to me, ‘A twcnty-five-wcek run is a silver 
jubilee, a fifty-week run is a golden jubilee, a .seventy-five-week 
run is a diamond jubilee, and a hundred-week run is a platinum 
jubilee.’ 

India teems with languages, Tliere are fourteen officially re¬ 
cognized languages, two hundred and fifty major dialects, and 
thousands of minor languages and dialects - some from the 
Indo-European language family, some from the Dravidian, some 
from the Sino-Tibetan, and some from the Austric, and many, 
therefore, c(.)m[)letc:ly unrelated to one another. English, which 
was the official language during the raj, has never been under- 
.stood by more than three |X'r cent of the population. The closest 
thing to a national language is Hindi, yet it is understood by 
only forty per cent - or, at most, fifty per cent - of the popula¬ 
tion. Most Indians can understand only one language - that of 
the place in which they were born. 

Since Independence, the regional linguistic communities 
become conscious of their separate languages. Each takes pride 
in its .separate identity, and each is interested in studying its own 
language and developing its own literature. The few Indian 
writers who themselves write in English but can read the work 
of regional writers maintain that nearly all regional literature is 
the product of provincial jingoLsm, nurtured by propagandists 
and isolationists who consistently confuse literary adulation 
with critical evaluation. The many regional writers who write in 
their mother longues but can read the work of those who write 
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ill English maintain that litcnitin-c written by Indians in English 
is the product of a colonial outlook, nurtured by Anglophiles 
and neo-imperialists who give themselves airs. R. K.^ Narayan, 
an Indian writer from the state of Mysore who writes in English 
but reads Kannada, the language of his region, h.is said of the 
Indian writer K. V. Puttappa, also from Mysore, who writes in 
Kannada, and who is perhaps the best-known of the regional 
writers, ‘Puttappa's work may be as good as he thinks, or it may 
be quite ordinary. The regional languages as yet h.ivc no tra¬ 
dition of criticism in a modern sense, and someone whose work 
is confined to a. regional language has no chance of measuring 
himself against standards of world literature.’ 

Puttappa lives in the city of Mysore, the capital of the state, 
and I call on him at his home. He has a square face with a 
pointed chin and a wide .smile, a white moustache, and white 
hair, which is parted in the middle and waves flat to the sides. 
He is dres.sed in a white I[urtci and white pyjamas. The living 
room of his house, where he receives me. Is quite bare, except 
for window curtain.s embroidered In variegated patterns, some 
with butterflies and others with flowers, and a pair of bonk- 
case.s, one holding books in Kannada, the other books in English, 
Tiny, noiseless mango flies hover in the air. 

I ask Puttappa what he thinks the future of the English lan¬ 
guage is in India. 

He screws up his eyes. ‘The toadies say that English is a 
highly developed language,’ he says querulously. ‘Rut my 
sources inform me that it’s no more so tLan Chinese, Russian, 
or our Sanskrit. If an Indian knows just a few words of English, 
he struts around in a suit and tie, like the decadent Westerners,’ 
Puttappa gets up and strides around the room waving his arms, 
and suddenly seems transformed into a capricious, fairy-tale 
tyrant. ‘I was Vice-Chancellor of Mysore University, and I know 
what a dead weight English is in our universities,’ he says, sit¬ 
ting down again. ‘Hardly anyone here re.ally \nows English 
anymore, yet it's retained as the compulsory language of instruc¬ 
tion In the Indian universities. There are rolls and rolls of 
students who have failed simply bccauiie they didn’t understand 
the language of instruction, When I succeeded in introducing 


Kannntia ,as a language of instruction for uiidefgr.iduate work 
at Mysore University, everyone laughed at me, But all the 
students wlto were taught in Kannada passed, and seventy per 
ceni of the students who were taught in English failed, To make 
midtimdes of students fail bcc.TU,sc they don’t know English - 
that is a crime against the Himalayas! We should all .study in 
our regional motlier tongues,’ 

‘But if Indiiins cut ilicrnsdvcs olf from the English l.inguagc, 
won’t they lie cutting tlicmselves off from a great deal of modern 
scientilicknowledgep'lask, 

‘You olwiously liave the conception that our regional mother 
tongues are inferior,’ he says, shaking a finger at me. ‘Maybe 
,somi' of the regional mother tongues are a little deficient at the 
rcseareli level. Bur not so at the literary level. In fact, the truth is 
that I'inglish classics are improved by being rendered into Kan¬ 
nada. I liave electrified lakhs of Kannada readers with my 
translations of “The Pied Piper of Hamelin” and “The 
Hound of Heaven". Rut Kannada classics can never be trans¬ 
lated into Englisli, because English can never convey their elec¬ 
tricity.’ 

I ask if the regional languages actually have a significant body 
of literature. 

‘It is true that some of the regional mother tongues had no 
classics until a few years ago,’ he says. ‘But since then they have 
produced classics as great as Dante or Milton, Wordsworth or 
Longfellow. I liavti studied Milton and Dante and Longfellow, 
and my poetry is su[)c:rior to theirs, because my moral vision is 
Indian. The Indian moral vision has always been greater than 
tliat of all other peoples, because we stand on the peaks of the 
Himalayas, while the rest of the people In the world stand only 
on the tops of houses. It will take the rest of the world five hun- 
drcf! years to adiieve the moral vi-sion of our rishis. Ten Miltons 
together, dr.awing on an English language with ten times its 
present vocabulary, could not have produced even a few lines of 
my “Ramayana Darshanam". If I make this statement to anyone 
who doesn’t know Kannada, he guffaws, He guffaws because he 
is ignorant.’ 

I ask him if there arc many contemporary Kannada writers. 
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Tcs there are,’ he says. 'One is in the field of novels, another 
in the field of social plays. I am in the blank-verse field.’ 

I ask him how he first came to write in Kannada. 

‘When I entered college, in my nineteenth year, I had contempt 
for Kannada,’ he says. 'The professors who taught in English 
came to the classroom wearing suits and neckties, but the pandtts 
who taught in Kannada came in dhotis and {urtas. I had con¬ 
tempt for them. I became a great admirer of Wordsworth and 
Longfellow - I learned Longfellow’s “A Psalm of Life” by 
heart I started writing poetry in English, but I changed over to 
Kannada when, as a student, I met the Irish poet James H, 
Cousins, who was visiting our university. I showed my poems 
to him, and he asked me why I didn’t write my poems in my 
own mother tongue. I told him that English was the key to 
literary success. He said, "You should not look down upon your 
own language. Tagore wrote in his own language, and look 
what great work he did.” I started studying Kannada with 
pandits in dhotis and \urtas. I have written about three thou¬ 
sand blank-verse lyrics in Kannada. I have written about fifty 
books. I have written one novel, which three Kannada critics 
have called the greatest novel ever written. Anna Karenina is a 
little like it.’ 

Puttappa goes on to recite, in an English translation by a 
translator known simply as Shyama, what Puttappa considers 
one of his best-loved satirical poems, ‘The Cuckoo and Soviet 
Russia’, published under his nom de plume, Kuvempu. In this 
poem, the poet dreams that he has left Mysore far behind and is 
touring the Soviet Union. He finds that the entire country is one 
huge, perfect Socialist factory, where all living creatures are 
working with ideal efficiency. His attention is arrested by a 
wailing sound he hears in the utopia, and, looking around, he 
discovers that it is the cry of a cuckoo bird. He lends an ear to 
the bird, who complains that in the Soviet Union cuckoos must 
sit on their own eggs, because laying them in the nests of other 
birds would be parasitic, and also that they must keep their 
nests on the ground, because living in treetops would violate the 
utopian principle of equality and arouse tlie envy of all those 
below. The bird begs him to smuggle one egg out of the country 
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and take it to Mysore, where cuckoos can still be their parasitic, 
lofty selves, with their own eccentric songs and ways. The poet 
obligingly slips one of the bird’s eggs into his pocket and carries 
it back to Mysore. But in Mysore, as he is examining the egg, it 
mysteriously leaps out of his hand and breaks open on the 
ground. “‘What did the egg produce?”’ Puttappa finishes the 
recitation in a loud singsong. ‘ "Not a cuckoo chick I No, not at 
all I/There popped out a Soviet spy and caught me 1/What 
propaganda even in the cuckoo egg I”’ Puttappa laughs 
heartily at his own poem. ‘Thousands upon thousands of 
Kannada readers have laughed and laughed over my “Cuckoo”,’ 
he says. ‘But a Russian who is compiling a Kannada-Russian 
dictionary wrote me a letter and said my “Cuckoo” was a 
personal insult to him and to the Soviet Union. I wrote him 
hack and told him I’d written a good few poems in praise of 
Lenin.’ 

As I am leaving, Puttappa says, ‘My epic “Ramayana Dar- 
shanam” is written in a totally new form, and no foreigner will 
be able to appreciate it for five thousand years. Foreigners do not 
have the Himalayan vision.’ 


Religion!'We Don't Agree' 

From a makeshift stage under a shamiana at Palam Airport, in 
New Delhi, a Sikh serving as master of ceremonies, who is 
dressed in yellow robes and a blue turban and wears a long, 
neatly groomed beard, calls out through a microphone in Pun¬ 
jabi, ‘Khalsa, shout with me I "Vah guru ji {a Khalsal Vah guru 
ji hj fatehl" [“The pure are the chosen of God I Victory be to 
our God I”]’ With him on the stage are Indian politicians and 
dignitaries, and all around the stage are sirdars and sirdarnis 
(Sikh men and women) - thousands, tens of thousands of them, 
a sea of beards and turbans, chignons and veils. ■ 

'Vah guru ji ]{a Khalsal Vah guru ji hj jatehl'tom the 
crowd. 

'In the name of the Prime Minister of India, in the name of 
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,he Home Mbisler ot Indio, in the name of *0 Goyernot of .he 
Punjab, shout with me, KhM in gmetingl &< Sn A{all 
[“True Timeless One!"].’ 

‘Saf,SfiA/(iill’re^Vondsthecrawd. . , , 

■Khalsa, it’s after twelve. Tire aeroplane t.s due. Get read, to 
shout vout greeting! Shout your greeting to the relies. Khato. 
e ready to shout “toSn^all" so loud I, that our voices will be 
Ler Ln the engine of the plane and will reach the cars of 
the pilot. Be ready to shout off his ears 

The aeroplane is bringing home the relics of Guru Gobind 
Singh (1666-1708), who was the kst in a sucraion of ten Sikh 
-ri, and the au.sh here today is only a small par. of the crawd 
that lines the route from the airprt all the way to the centre of 
the city The arrangements for the welcoming reception about 
to get under way are set forth in an official programme, m 
English: 


12120 P.M. 

I. The relics will arrive at Pralam Airport. 

They will be brought down from the plane by ... officials in : 
uniform. 

^^3! Tky will be received near the plane by the Prime Minister of ■ 
India. 

They will be handed over by the Prime Minister to the Governor 

of Punjab at the same place, 

Tky will be carried by selected Panj Piaras ['five loved ones’, | :6 :;g: 
wk represent Guru Gobind Singh’s first five disciples] to the 
skmm in the airport grounds where V.I.P ,5 are generally received.. . 

12:35 P.M. , 

6. Ninety Silchs in uniform will provide a guard of honour tor the 
relics. 

12^0 P.M. « , . f 

7. In the skmiana the relics will be placed on a platform. 

12:40 P.M, to 1:15 P.M. . r w f ■ 

8. The Prime Minister, the Governor, and the Chief Minister ot , 
Punjab will make brief speeches, if they so desire. 
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p. The relics will then be In the charge of the Government of Pun* 
jab. That Government has arranged to carry them from the Palam 
Airport in a procession to the Rakabganj Gurdwara. 

10. A military band will be in attendance at the airport and play 
suitable tunes at appropriate time,s. 

IT, An aircraft will shower petals on the relics while they are t.iken 
out of the plane and taken to the shmiana, (If the Delhi Flying Club, 
which has been requested, agrees to do so.) 

Tlie story of the return of these relics, according to notes in 
the back of the programme, began in iqffq, when Tara Singh, 
the greatest modern leader of the Sikhs, pressed the Indian 
government to undertake a search for Guru Gobind Singh’s 
/(rtgf tora - a plume studded with semi-precious stones which was 
used as a turban ornament by princes (Tara Singh’s quest was 
part of a recent resurgence of interest among most of India’s 
religious and ethnic communities in the mementos and records 
of their pa.st.) For two years, the government searched the British 
Museum and the Victoria and Albert Museum for some trace of 
the Guru’s plume, but wasn’t able to locate it. Tire researchers 
discovered, however, that a number of weapons thought to have 
once belonged to the Gura *- and therefore considered relics of 
the faith - had in 1849 fallen into the hands of fames Andrew 
Broun Ramsay, the First Marquess of Dalhousie and Governor- 
General of India, when, after the Anglo-Sikh wars (1845-46 and 
1848-49), he annexed to the territories of the East India Company 
most of the Punjab, then under the dominion of the Sikhs. The 
Marquess had subsequently written about the booty, in a letter to 
the East India Company’s board of directors in London; 

It would not be politic... to permit any Sikh institution to obtain 
possession, either by way of gift (for the intrinsic value of them is 
insignificant) or by means of sale, of these sacred and warlike symbols 
of a warlike faith. If your Flon’ble Court should desire to have these 
arms for your collection, they shall be transmitted; but if your Hon'ble 
Court are not solicitous regarding them, I shall feel gratified by 
receiving your permission to purchase them... for myself. They have 
naturally much interest in my eyes; and would form a memorial which 
would hereafter be highly prized as well by myself as by those who 
may follow me. 
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The Marquess of Dalhousie had eventually been permitted .to ■ 

keep all the relics except one swordj which was placed in the 
Museum of the East India Company, in Madras, and in 1966 the . 
Indian government, upon making inquiries, learned that some of 
these relics - tvyo spears, two shields, a scimitar, and a golden 
quoit - were now in England, in the possession of a descendant 
of Dalhousie, Lady Edith Broun Lindsay. She agreed to restore 
them to the Sikhs. 

Sikhism, which was founded by a Hindu reformer. Guru : 
Nanak, in the fifteenth century - a period of strife, anarAy, and 
forced conversions of Hindus to Islam - has a long history of 
warlike traditions, especially since the time of Guru Gobind, who 
organized the Sikhs into a militant theocracy. The Guru initiated 
five of his disciples, the original Panj Piaras, into a castclcss, ■ 
martial fraternity, which he called the Khalsa (‘the pure). They 
were from different castes, but he made them all drink amrit, or 
nectar - stirred with a double-edged dagger - out of one bowl, . 
and gave them the new Khalsa surname, Singh, which means • 
‘lion’. He made each of them vow always to Wear kesh (unshorn 
hair and unshorn beard), a \mgci (comb), a \ara (steel bracelet), a 
\irpan (sabre), and \achha (knee-length drawers), and laid down 
four rules of conduct for the Khalsa; never to cut or shave the 
hair anywhere on’the body; never to use alcohol or tobacco; never 
to eat meat from animals slaughtered according to Mtislim law; 
and never to take revenge on Muslims by raping their women, 

The Guru, proclaiming all Sikhs equal, asked to be received into 

the Khalsa himself, and after this had been done, he declared that j 

the succession of was at an end and that the Granth, a j 
compendium of teachings, sayings, and hymns from the first five 
and the ninth of-the Sikh gww (and from Hindu and Muslim 
saints as well), was the personal, immortal guru of every Sikh, He 
hailed the Khalsa with the words 'Vd guru ji {a Khalsa. Vah 
guru ji \i fateh.' Within a few days, eighty thousand followers 
and disciples had'joined the Khalsa. (The word ‘Sikh’ is probably 
derived from the Pali or the Sanskrit ‘shishya', cither of. 
which means ‘disciple’.) Today, most Sikhs are members of the 
Khalsa; those who are not follow Nanakpanthi, or Nanak’s Way, 
concentrating on the peaceful teachings of Guru Nanak. The 


Sikhs, who at present number eight or nine million, have no 
official priesthood, all adults being free to officiate at religious 
. rites. Most of the Sikhs, men and women, wear the five emblems 
_ or the Five Ks, as they have come to be called - and observe the 
rules of conduct of the Khalsa. Although Sikh theologians are 
still debating the precise significance of the emblems and the 
rules, there is general agreement that Guru Gobind Singh in¬ 
tended the Khalsa to be an army of soldier-saints to fight for 
righteous causes, that some of the emblems may have been adap¬ 
ted from Hindu customs (Hindu holy men wore long hair and 
beards, and Hi^idu soldiers wore a thread or amulet around the 
wrist as a talisman in battle and knee-length drawers as, a basic 
uniform), and that the four injunctions were probably meant as a 
rudimentary code for the soldier’s way of life. Indeed, Sikhs refer 
to themselves in their writings as the Fawj, or army, and all men 
have the surname Singh (although not all Indians named Singh 
are Sikh,s). All Sikhs think and speak of the Granth as though it 
were a living spiritual instructor,-popularly referring to the book 
as Guru Granth Sahib, or Sacha Padshah (‘true emperor’), taking 
the book out in processions, and venerating it in a temple, which 
they call a gurdwara (‘house of the guru'), In the gurdwara, the 
Granth is exhibited daily with great ceremony; every morning it 
is wrapped in silks and placed on a divan under a canopy. 
Throughout the day, worshippers bring offerings of cash or 
kind, make their obeisances, and hear readings and chants from 
the Granth - readings that, on occasion, continue for days or 
weeks, 

Now, at the Palam Airport, the master of ceremonies is shout¬ 
ing again and again, with mounting intensity, ‘Sat Sri A\all Vah 
guru ji {a Khalsal Vah guru ji l(t jatehl Sat Sri A\all' The plane 
carrying the relics is about to land, and lined up near the runway 
are elephants, camels, horses, and a truck equipped with a revolv¬ 
ing display case and a copy of the Granth - all this being the 
regalia for the procession to the Rakabganj Gurdwara. ‘Khalsaji, 
calm yourselves - sit down,’ the master of ceremonies is saying. 
'Don’t be restless. Why don’t you sit down, Khalsaji?’ 

A sirdani in rich-looking salwar and \ameez (Punjabi-stylc 
trousers and shirt) who is standing next to me moans, ‘But where 
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is the Guniji’s \al^i iora} The British have rolibed our religion 
ohht tmcA^algitoraV 

The Prime Minister of India will soon be speaking to you,’ the 
master of ceremonies continues, 

‘What docs the Prime Minister care about our relics?’ the 
sirimt cries. The Prime Minister is here only to deceive the 
Khalsa. But no one is going to rob us of Punjabi Suba.’ 

Suddenly the plane lands, and the crowd gives a deafening 
roar. Sri A {a!I’ everybody shouts as the plane taxis in. 

Ever since the time of Guru Gobind Singh, the daily prayer of 
the Sikhs has included the chant ‘Raj \arey p Khalsa' (‘The 
Sikhs shall rule’). For a while, after the decline of the Mogul 
Empire in the eighteenth century, the Sikhs did rule the Punjab, 
which they consider their homeland, hut the British won it from 
them in the Anglo-Sikh wars. Thereafter, under the raj, the 
Sikhs, the Hindus, and a good many Muslims were united in the 
national struggle for independence, but when the Punjab was 
divided, in 1947, with East Punjab going to India and West Pun¬ 
jab to Pakistan, and widespread riots and religious massacres 
followed, the Sikhs, who, partly as a matter of self-protection, 
had all along opposed the formation of a Muslim nation, now 
demanded that part of East Punjab be made into a separate, 
Punjabi-speaking state, which they referred to as Punjabi Suba 
(‘the province of Punjab’). Some of the more extremist Sikhs 
.spoke of Punjabi Suba as a religious state that would be ruled by 
Sikhs, would have Punjabi as its official tongue, and, though 
formed as a state in the Indian Union, would function as an 
autonomous unit. More moderate Sikhs spoke of Punjabi Suba 
merely as a linguistic state that would be ruled by Punjabis— 
both I-Iindus and Sikhs. All Sikhs soon became fiery parti.sans of 
Punjabi Suba in one form or the other, but the Indian govern¬ 
ment tried to suppress the movement; some of the government 
officers contended that Punjabi Suba, whether based on religion 
or language, would mean a division of East Punjab into a Hindi¬ 
speaking Hindu state and a Punjabkspeaking Sikh state, and that 
this Sikh state might one day try to proclaim itself the .separate 
nation of Sikhistan. They contended that East Punjab, with an 


area of about thirty-seven thousand square miles and a popula¬ 
tion of about twelve million, was a viable admini.strativc unit just 
as it was, and that, in any case, the Punjabi-speaking people were 
not a distinct unilingual community, being also fluent in Plindi. 
The idea of another partition - this time forced by the Sikhs - 
with more riots, more massacres, and more refugees, was insup¬ 
portable. In 1956, the Indian government, in response to agitation 
from other regional linguistic communities, divided and re¬ 
organized many of the old British provinces and princely .states 
to reflect more accurately the distribution of these communities 
throughout the country and to give nearly every major linguistic 
community a state in which it enjoyed a majority or a preponder¬ 
ance. Thus, Telegu became the language of Andhra Pradc.sh; 
As.saracse of A.ssam; Hindi and Bihari of Bihar; Gujarati of 
Gujarat; Kashmiri of Jammu and Kashmir; Malayalam of 
Kerala; Plindi of Madhya Prade.sh; Marathi of Maharashtra; 
Kannada of My,sore; Oriya of Orissa; Rajasthani of Rajasthan; 
Hindi of Uttar Pradesh; Bengali of West Bengal. However, in 
order to prc.scrve peace in East Punjab, the Indian government 
left it much as it was: a bilingual state, using both Hindi and 
Punjabi. The Sikhs felt that the Indian government had em¬ 
ployed one standard for East Punjab and another for the rest of 
the country, and that discrimination against the language of the 
Sikhs was discrimination against the Sikhs them.sclves. They felt 
that the Indian government was in danger of being overrun by 
Hindu chauvinists intent on instituting a Hindu raj, in which 
the Sikhs would be converted to Hinduism and absorbed into an 
all-Hindu India. The Sikh,s, as a small minority, would be in no 
position to put up resistance for long. 

The idea of a Sikh-ruled Punjabi Suba had its strongest cham¬ 
pion in Tara Singh, who was born of Plindu parents in 1885 and 
was converted to Slkhi.sm in his teens. He started fighting for 
Sikh causes in the early nineteen-twenties, when he joined a Sikh 
movement to change the system of management of the Golden 
Temple, the most important temple of the Sikhs, which .stands 
in Amritsar, the holy city of the Sikhs, in East Punjab, a few 
miles from the border of West Punjab, At that time, the temple 
was under the hereditary care of a group of devotees who had 
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acquired the reputation of being in the power of local British 
administrators; indeed, in 1921 the resident British administrator 
had actually taken possession of the keys to the treasury of the 
temple, setting off a fierce Sikh struggle - first for the return of 
the keys and later for complete control of the management of all 
Sikh temples. The British, after battling the Sikhs for three years, 
had been compelled to pass the Sikh Gurdwaras Act in 1925, This 
act placed the management of all Sikh temples under an elected 
body of Sikhs called the Shiromani Gurdwara Prabandhak (Ceii- ; 
tral Temple Management) Committee. Over the years, this com¬ 
mittee grew into a kind of Sikh parliament, collecting tithes, and 
even maintaining a semi-military corps of volunteers, called 
Akali Dal, or Army of Immortals, Within the committee, Tara 
Singh from the very beginning led a faction that wanted to co¬ 
operate with the Indian National Congress Party for hide- 
pendence; another faction in the committee was interested only 
in the advancement of the Sikh community. Tara Singh’s faction i 
won control of the committee, and Tara Singh served off and on. 
as its president, taking part in the civil-disobedience movement 
and occasionally going to jail. At the time of World War II, how- : 
ever, he began to drift away from the Congress Party, because he 
felt that it was being too indulgent to the Muslims and was 
neglecting the Sikhs, To the day of Partition, he resisted the 
formation of Pakistan, In fact, it was charged that the worst 
period of riots over Pakistan had been prompted by one of his ; 
speeches, in which he challenged the Muslims to a holy war, say- ^ 
ing, ‘0 Plindus and Sikhs I Be ready for self-destruction, like the 
Japanese and the Nazis, Our motherland is calling for blood, and 
we shall satiate the thirst of our mother with blood. We shall 
trample Pakistan, If we can snatch the governmtmt from the j 
British, no one can stop us from snatching the government from ' 
the Muslims, We have in our grasp the limbs of the Muslim ■ ; 
League, and we shall break them. Spread from now on the .. 
solemn affirmation that we shall not allow the League to c.xist. : 
The world has always been ruled by minorities. The Mu,slims ; 
[Moguls and earlier Muslim conquerors] snatched the kingdom 
from the Plindus, and the Sikhs seized it from the hands of the . 
Muslims, and the Sikhs ruled over the Muslims with their might, ^ 
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and the Sikhs shall even now rule over them, We shall rule over 
them and shall get the government by fighting. I have sounded 
the bugle.’ 

After Partition, Tara Singh took up the cause of a Sikh-ruled 
Punjabi Suba. In a stream of tracts and speeches, he attacked the 
government for falsely professing secular ideals and for failing to 
protect the Sikh minority. In one typical compilation of griev¬ 
ances, he listed a number of recent Plindu insults to his religion: 

1, In the last week of July 1957, several cigarette cases were thrown 
into the sacred tank of the Golden Temple, Amritsar. 

2, On 31 July 1957, the sacred \eshas of Ajit Singh, a boy of twelve 
years of age, were cut off while he was asleep, by one Baldcv Raj, who 
was arrested, tried, and let off by the Magistrate on furnishing a 
security of good behaviour for one year,., 

4. Two cigarettes were sent to one Gurcharan Singh, Prop,: Kul- 
deep Cloth Store, Patiala, by post on i August 1957... 

9, On 26 September 1937, one Hindu, Nandi by name, put a burn¬ 
ing cigarette on the head of a Sikh, Rawcl Singh, at Kartarpur, District 
Jullundur. 

And so on. In other tracts, Tara Singh listed such economic 
grievances as the difficulties that Sikh refugees who had gone to 
West Bengal in search of jobs as drivers encountered in obtaining 
government transport licences. 

In 1961, on the fourteenth anniversary of Independence, Tara 
Singh took a vow to ‘fast unto death’ within the precinct of the 
Golden Temple unless the government granted a Sikh-ruled 
Punjabi Suba, Public fasts were the ultimate weapon of civil dis¬ 
obedience, and in the past the threat of such martyrdom had been 
used against the government, Briti,sh or Indian, so successfully 
that the.fasts had acquired what amounted to a fixed pattern: 
the statement of a political issue with great emotional content; the 
identification of the issue with an important leader; a well- 
publicized period of negotiations; the announcement of the date 
and place of the fast; the commencement of the fast, with grow¬ 
ing crowds keeping vigil around the leader; and daily - some¬ 
times hourly - bulletins on his health. Before matters reached a 
crisis, the government usually offered some sort of concession, on 
the theory that if the leader perished, the hostility of his followers 
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would be .«h that order eotild be prerorved truly by totalitarian 
mcana. Tara Siugll's fa* followed lire usual pattern, but tbe 
government did not capitulate, and after forlylliree days ara 
Lab, physically and spiritually worn down gave up his fa* 
He was arraigned in tbe Golden Temple by lire Shiromani 
Gurdwara Prabandbak Comiirittce for breaking Ins vow and 
thus betraying the tradition of Sikh m,artyrdonr, and w,as w 
tenced to clean the shoes of all the Khalsa tvbo rame In worship 
at the temple during a five-day period. He did bis |wairce, Irul 
he was never quite able to regain his old authority over the 

Sikhs- 1 r m p- 1 

The office,T and power.s once re,served for Tara .Singli were 

gradually assumed by his deputy - and later his adversary - Faieh 
Singh. Fateh Singh, who was born In 1910 or 191T (no one .seems 
to know exactly when) of Muslim parents, and, like I ara Singh, 
was converted to Sikhism in his teens, spent most: of his life in 
relative obscurity, though he managed to make a small repiita-. 
tion by reciting hymns from the Granth and by helping in the 
construction of new temples. Fateh Singh cmpliask-d the lin- 
gui.Stic rather than the religious aspect of Punjabi Suba, and 
though the government maintained that his linguistic state was 
merely another version of Tara Singh’s more extremist rcligioas 
state, still, Fateh Singh’s demand, because if appeared more 
rea.sonable, was harder to ignore. On 7 and S August 19115, Fateh 
Singh discus,sed Puniabi Suba with Prime Minister Shasiri at a 
conference in New Delhi also attended by the Union Home 
Minister and other leading government official,s. Arjan Singh 
Budhiraja, who accompanied Fateh Singh in the capacity of 
secretary, kept a record of the talks and subsequently published 
it. It is highly coloured - Fateh Singh scores all the clchating 
points, while Shastri and his companions sit widc'eycd and silent, 
registering .surprise - but, all the same, the record, which read,s 
like a playlet, captures an atmosphere quite typical of Indian 
political confrontations. One section goes: 

Santji [‘saint’, meaning Fateh Singh]: When in other p.iris of 
India states have been formed on the ba.sis of language, ihcn what arc 
the obstacles that stand in ihe w.ay of Pimjahi iSiiha? Our religion is 
not at all safe in free India. Do you not know that in the Punjab, at 
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sei'cra! places, flic Holy (Triinlh has been burnt?.. .There have also 
been instances of sacrilege at tlie Sarnvar [Holy Tank] of the Golden 
Temple in wliich several packets of forliidden cigarettes were 
thrown... Rvcri Dr .Sushila Nayyar, the Health Minister of your 
Central Government, has outraged our religious sentiments. 

Shasiriji {luinwM}')', What is that? Just tell me what siie has 
done. 

Saniji: Dear Sir, please listen patiently, .She said here in Delhi that 
in the days of the: Sildi Gurus there were no barbers hut now there was 
no dearth of thorn... his hmi) Susiiila Nayyar had looked 
down upon the Siklis wlio grow hearrls and uncut hair,.. ,Shc went 
even beyond tlii.s as she later said that Shri Guru Amar Das [tlie third 
gwv/].. • was utterly negligent of his body and conduded tliat the 
Sikhs were a dirty lot,,. Even Vinoha Bhavc fa renowned disciple of 
Gandhi], whom you regard a saint and friend of all, has injured .Sikh 
sentiments while speaking at Gurdwara lagat Sudhar at Calcutta. He 
suggested the letter ‘n’ be deleted from the word to make it 
'/f/rgd [grace], Alihnugh he later on apologized for it through a 
letter, yet why should such malicious suggestions be made at all? 
What business have your leaders to meddle with our religion? This 
(/wWwg/iw kirpaii) is our religious symbol,.. 

Shastriji: Wc never heard of all this before, (f/c I{cpt Ionising at 
Saatji in astonishment .)... Wc could he willing to remove all your 
grievances to your satisfaction,,. 

Santji! Nothing but Punjabi Suba can delight my soul. 

Punjabi iSuha wm.s not granted, however, and on 29 Augti.st 
1965 Fateh Singh wrote, Thavc determined my programme, 
Publicly I will burn my,self alive... Let all the tSikhs pray for me 
by reciting the text of the Scriptures; “0 vacillating mind, lie 
firm to rc,solve; the first step towards the fire has been taken. Now 
, there is no release except through .self-immolation”.’ 

. Today I am in Amritsar to meet Tara Singh and Fateh Singh. 
‘It’s not very difficult to meet Master Tara Singh or Sant Fateh 
Singh,’ a friend says, (Tara Singh once taught in a Sikh school 
and has ever .since been known as Master Tara Singh, and Fateh 
Singh has been known as Sant Fateh Singh ever since he gained 
a reputation a.s a Sikh divine.) The friend goes on, ‘There’,s no 
point in trying to reach Master Tara Singh on the telephone. He 
has a telephone, but he can’t hear well enough to use it; he’s 
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eighty-onc years old. But anyone can see hum by going to his 
house. He sits and suns himself in his garden most of the day. : 
Sant Fateh Singh has not yet announced the date on which he 
will burn himself for Punjabi Suba. He has taken sanctuary in j 
the Golden Temple. If he comes out, he’ll be arrested for causing ; 
political disturbances with his threats of self-immolation. There ; 
is only one way to see him. You have to telephone Arjan Singh i 
Budhiraja at Kwality Papermart, the unofficial headquarters of j 
high Sikh politics. Don’t say anything to him about Master Tara j 
Singh, because Master Tara Singh and Sant Fateh Singh have !■ 
been at it hammer and tongs over their Punjabi Subas for years. I 

now.’ I 

I go to the house of Tara Singh, which is in a run-down part ; 
of the city, and find him sitting in a wicker chair by a smoky j 
cooking fire in his garden. He looks very old and weather-beaten, [ 
but his beard is feathery and full, reaching down to his chest, j 
'When the water for my bath is boiled, put out the fire!’ he calls 
out in Punjabi to a servant. ‘And bring two glasses of tea - a plain 
one for my guest, and one with aniseed and licorice for me. And 
bring some glucose biscuits, too.’ 

I ask him about his running feud with Fateh Singh. 

‘Sant Fateh Singh has become the stooge of the central govern¬ 
ment’, he says. ‘He has betrayed the Sikh cause of a Sikh-ruled 
Punjabi Suba, even though the Sikhs are in danger^ of being 
seduced by Hinduism and losing their religious identity. For a 
Sikh, conversion to Flinduism has always been easy. All he needs 
to do is shave his beard and cut his hair. During the British times, , 
there was no great temptation for a Sikh to become a Hindu, 
because we Sikhs enjoyed special privileges granted to minorities ^ 
and were protected as a community. After Independence, the 
government did away with these special privileges, on the ground 
that the British system only perpetuated social divisions and that ;■ 
in a secular country there was no need for any special protection . 
of minorities. Since then, there has been a rebirth of Hindu 
chauvinism, and now a Sikh is tempted to pass as a Hindu in ; 
order to find employment and get ahead. We must protect the : 
Sikh, put a stop to the temptation to defile his religion. The only 
way we can do this is to form a Sikh-ruled Punjabi Suba, with 


the right of secession, in which the virile Sikhs can multiply and 
pull our community up, leaving the soft-fileshed Hindus to trail 
behind.’ 

‘What would happen to Hindus living in a Sikh-ruled Punjabi 
Suba?’ I ask. 

‘Sikhs living in cities like Calcutta will just have to come to 
our cities, like Amritsar, and take over the property of these 
Hindus, and the Hindus living in our cities, like Amritsar, will 
have to move out,’ he says. ‘But creating the Sikh-ruled Punjabi 
Suba won’t lead to a religious war, because we will exercise our 
right of secession only if we continue to be ill-treated by the 
Hindus.’ 

‘Santji has said everything that he feels needs to be said about 
his Punjabi Suba,’ Arjan Singh Budhiraja tells me when I tele¬ 
phone him. ‘But if you want to have a darshanO) you can come to 
the Golden Temple, and I’ll see what I can do.’ 

I leave my shoes at an entrance to the precinct of the Golden 
Temple and walk across the cold marble courtyard. Straight 
ahead is the temple itself. It is made of carved marble, its domes 
and pinnacles covered with gold leaf, and it is surrounded by an 
artificial lake - the Sarovar - in which some of the Khalsa are 
bathing, with their sdwars and {meem and {ackhas billowing 
around them in the water. To one side is a building called Akal 
Takht (‘throne of the immortal One’), which houses relics of the 
gurus and serves as a meeting place for the Shiromani Gurdwara 
Prabandhak Committee. It looks like a small fortress. Budhiraja 
silently leads me through a pair of steel doors in one corner of the 
Akal Takht, up a spiral staircase, and into a little room, where 
Fateh Singh, who has a wavy white beard streaked with black, 
sits on a cot, wrapped in a blanket. Around him are several 
dishevelled, conspiratorial-looking followers with long \irpm 
hanging at their sides. At his right hand, however, stands a 
follower in a grey business suit. 

'Be seated,’ Fateh Singh tells me, indicating an armchair oppo¬ 
site him. 

Fateh Singh looks rather heavy and pale. I ask after his health. 

‘I am living on prmd,' he says, in a mild voice. ‘If the govern- 
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inent does not meet all itiy demands for Punjabi Suba, I will set . 
fire to myself, as I have already declared.’ 

I ask him if the Sikhs would be content to live permanently in , 
India once a Punjabi Suba was formed. Would they feel protected i 
a.s a religious minority P 

‘I want Punjabi Suba,’ 

I put the question to him again. 

The man in grey intervenes. ‘A foolish man a.sks a hundred , 
questions and gets no answer, but a wise man asks one question ; 
and then waits and gets all the answers,’ he .says. 

My spirits drooping, I ask Fateh Singh what his .self- : 
imprisonment in the .sanctuary is like. 

‘I wake up at three o’clock in the morning. I say some prayers. ; 
I have tea. I go back to sleep. I wake up again. I say some prayer,s. i 
I have tea. 1 go back to sleep. I wake up again. I have tea. I talk 
to the Khalsa. I say more prayers, I go back to sleep. I wake up : 
again. I write a bit. Then I go back to .sleep.’ 

Fateh Singh calls for some tea. From an adjacent room comes [ 
the monotonous sound of a hand pump being worked, and in due > 
course tea is served to us in tall brass glasses. Fateh Singh drinks : 
his tea, then lies back on his cot. i 

I 

Khushwant Singh, the Sikh writer, whose recently published ; 
A History of ik S\{hs is the most authoritative work on the i 
subject since Captain Joseph Davey Cunningham’s Historf of | 
the Si\hs, written more than a hundred years ago, argues that in j. 
India ‘the only chance of .survival of the Sikhs as a .separate com- j; 
munity is to create a state In which they form a compact group, ! 
where the teaching of... the Sikh religion is compulsory, and [ 
where there is an atmosphere of respect for the traditions of their [ 
Khalsa forefathers’. The second Indo-Pakistan war and the | 
resulting tensions on the border between East and West Punjab | 
made it urgent that India have the complete allegiance of the | 
Sikhs, and in 1966 (soon after my encounters with Tara Singh I 
and Fateh Singh) the Congress Party leaders conceded, in prim [ 
ciple, a linguistic Punjabi Suba, They made it known that the ] 
area of East Punjab in which the Sikhs had a majority would 
become the new state of Punjab, and most of the area of East 


Punjab in which Hindus had a majority would become the new 
state of Haryana. (The remaining part of East Punjab in which 
Hindus had a majority would be annexed, chiefly for geo¬ 
graphical reasons, to the Union territory of Himachal Pracle,sh,) 
This deci.sion appca.sed the Sikhs but angered the Hindus 
throughout East Punjab. The Flindus living in the area now allo¬ 
cated to Haryana felt that the richest part of East Punjab would 
go to the Sikhs and that Haryana would be reduced to the role 
of poor relation, and the Hindus living in the area now allocated 
to the new Punjab felt that it would actually be a religious state, 
in which Hindus would be treated as second-class citizens. Re¬ 
ligious riots followed. In one town in East Punjab, a Hindu mob 
trapped three Congrcs.s Party leaders in a local shop and burned 
them alive, Other acts of brutality followed, but late in 1966, in 
spite of the protests, the government went ahead and divided up 
Ea.st Punjab. The Hindu politicians of Haryana and the Sikh 
politicians of Punjab continued to battle, however - now over the 
city of Chandigarh, the capital of the former state of Ea.st Punjab. 
When the Punjab was originally divided between India and 
Pakistan, Lahore, its old capital, had gone to Pakistan, and 
Nehru’s government had commissioned Le Corbusier, the French 
architect, to build a new capital - Chandigarh - for Ea.st Punjab. 
Le Corbusier, just before his death, in 1965, had been able to 
design tlic city (in collaboration with another French architect, 
Pierre jeanneret, and two Briti.sh architects, Maxwell Fry and 
Jane Drew) and to complete the main buildings - the Legislative 
Assembly, the High Court, and the Secretariat - and these public 
buildings were regarded by Hindus and Sikhs alike as symbols of 
new power, so now Haryana and Punjab both claimed Chandi¬ 
garh as their capital. Yet the public buildings of Chandigarh 
could not be successfully partitioned or adapted to house two new 
governments, and the cost of building a second new capital was 
unthinkable. (Recently I spent some time in Chandigarh, which 
was .still under construction, with Philip Johnson, the American 
architect, and although, like others before us, we talked about 
the city in such terms as ‘artificial’, ‘eccentric’, ‘alien’, and ‘un¬ 
suited to Indian conditions and needs’, we still found our-sclves 
admiring its monumental aspiration. Nehru had said when the 
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city was first conceived, let this be a new town, symbolic of . 

the freedom of India, unfettered by the traditions of the past.’) : 

About a month and a half after the new states were formed, i 

Fateh Singh, in order to secure Chandigarh - and also the i 

recently built Bhakra-Nangal irrigation project nearby - for Pun- : 

jab, began ‘a fast unto death’ as a prelude to his threatened self- 
immolation. (Yogiraj Suryadev, a Flindu leader in FLyyana, i 

began a counter-fast to secure Chandigarh and the irrigation ■ 

project for Haryana.) When Fateh Singh had fasted for nine t 

days, seven of his disciples, who had been keeping watch over j 

him, appeared on the balcony of the Golden Temple in saffion 
robes, ready to immolate themselves in sympathy with the self- I 
immolation of Fateh Singh, set for the next day. Crowded | 
around the Sarovar, the Khalsa were keepmg vigil, brandishing ; 
][irpms and spears, and calling out 'Sat Sri Ahfill Over a public- 
address system, a voice proclaimed, The time is nigh. Pray to j 

God, for only He can save our Khalsa brothers and our leader.’ 1 

On the roof of the Golden Temple, attendants were preparing | 

ceremonial fires of scented woods and incense. Inside the temple, i 

other attendants were preparing the fire in which the self-imrao- | 

lations were to take place. But a few minutes before the i 

announced time of the self-immolation of the disciples an tmis- r 

sary from the Indian government, himself a Sikh dignitary, i. 

raced through the crowds, across the marble floor of the court- ; 

yard, and up the steps of the Akal Takht, and was admitted to j 

the presence of Fateh Singh. The time set for the selFimmola- j 

tion of the disciples came and went. The attendants led die j. 

Khalsa in prayers, which continued until dusk. Finally, Arjan [ 
Singh Budhiraja appeared on the balcony, accompanied by the j 
government emissary, and announced to the Khalsa that a com- 
promise had been reached: Mrs Gandhi would personally, arbi- J 
trate the issue of Chandigarh - and also of the Bhakra-Nangal 
irrigation project - and she would appoint a commission to ar¬ 
bitrate all other disputes between Punjab and Flaryana. This 
compromise, however, was only a restatement of assurances she 
had given all along, and the crowd shouted, 'We don’t agree! 

We don’t agree! We want Chandigarh 1 ’ Fateh Singh silenced ■ 
the shouts by appearing on the balcony and breaking his fast 
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with two glasses of orange juice - one drink as a courtesy to 
photographers. 

Tara Singh denounced the agreement between Fateh Singh 
and Mrs Gandhi, and called for a Sikh-ruled Punjabi Suba with 
the right of secession, and a government officer commented, 
with some exasperation, ‘Tara Singh himself was born of Hindu 
parents, and Fateh Singh, as far as anyone can discover, of 
Muslim parents, but our people have a way of forgetting these 
things. Guru Nanak set out to found a religion that would bring 
Hindus and Muslims together under one roof. Now some of 
these Sikhs want to partition the country to make Sikhistan. 
They’re already trying to partition buildings in the name of 
religion, and tomorrow they’ll be partitioning rooms,’ 


State: 'A Palanquith a Parasol, a Drum' 

Before Independence, Indian nationalists like Tara Singh (he 
died in 1967) were, by and large, united by the cause of liberat¬ 
ing their country from British colonial rule. But since Indepen¬ 
dence the nationalists have split up into religious and regional 
factions, with the result that Balkanization has become the 
greatest political threat to the survival of India as a national 
entity. Kerala, which the government formed as a linguistic 
state in 1956 by combining the old Malayalam-speaking princely 
states of Travancore and Cochin with the Malayalam-speaking 
section of the old Presidency of Madras, and which has an area 
of about fifteen thousand square miles, has sometimes been 
chosen as a model by political scientists studying the effects of 
Balkanization. It has also been chosen as a model of what may 
be in store for India twenty years from now. Kerala is fast be¬ 
coming an agricultural slum; its population has been rising even 
more rapidly than that of the rest of India, and the amount of 
arable land is limited, so that more and more people are being 
forced to rely on less and less land for subsistence. Kerala has 
one of the highest rates of unemployment in India, partly be¬ 
cause more and more people are being displaced from jobs in 
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agrimlture and there are no new jobs opening up In industry. ; 
Kerala also has the highest rate of literacy m India, and a great . 
deal of political and social unrest; the power of the state govern. : 
mcnt has frequently been eroded to the point of awrehy and 
mob rule. As a state, Kerala held its first elections m 1957 and 
elected i Communist government - the first time that Com- .. 
miinists had come to power through free popular ballot m a 
major election in India or anywhere else in the world. : 

Today, I begin a Ici.surely tour of Kerala in a hired car with 
a stiff, elderly driver who wears a starched uniform of dark-blue ^ 
broadcloth and keeps his only worldly possessions, a change of ; 
clothes, wrapped up in a newspaper parcel next to him on the , 
seat. The .state occupies a narrow strip between the Western , 
Ghats and the Arabian Sea, on south India’s Malabar Coast; it j 
has extremely lush lowlands along the sea and heavily forested ^ 
highlands along the mountain range. On the coast, unspoiled : 
white beaches are wa.shed by a gentle surf, and the entire . 
countryside, being watered by rivers that flow down from the : 
mountains, is laced with canals and lakes. Everywhere, there : 
are groves of palm trees, tall and cool-looking, and so numerous ; 
and dense that for miles they cover the land like a canopy. We ^ 
drive past plantations of tea, colTee, and rubber, gardens of ;■ 
pepper vines, orchards of fruit and nut trees, and fields of sugar- : 
cane, paddy, cassava, beans, peas, and lentils. Along the roads 
are palm-thatched huts, coconut and toddy .shops, and^clustcr ; 
after cluster of small homesteads, one cluster .scarcely thinning out . 
before another begins. In fact, the countryside is so thickly popu- 1 
latcd that the state looks like one continuous tropical village. | 

I break my journey at Trivandrum, the capital of pmla, and : 
put up at the state Guest House, a white colonial building with : 
well-tended lawns and flower beds, wide verandas, and large, ;■ 
high'Ceilinged rooms containing such old-fashioned furniture as ; 
carved and fluted side tables and glass-fronted china cupboards, j 
In the dining-room, above a sideboard, there hangs in a carved j 
oval frame a black-and-white print .showing a woman at the ; 
sea,shore, her long hair .swept up on her head and her hand ; 
daintily lifting her long .skirts as she .stoops to pick up something i 
- perhaps a sea shell. Lining the wall all the way from the bottom f 
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of the stairca.se in the foyer to the door of my room upstairs are 
rococo-framed reproductions of Hogarth’s engravings 'Marriage 
ll la Mode’. Between the last two Hog,arths is another romantic- 
looking woman, this time in colour - blue eye.s, rosy lips, flaxen 
hair in ringlets and kiss curls - set in another carved oval frame, 
whorlcd and lacy. 

In ancient times, it is .said, Phoenician, Lsraelite, Greek, 
Roman, and Arab traders all visited or .settled on the Malabar 
Coast, and in more recent times Portuguese, Dutch, French, 
and English merchants successively established colonies in the 
Malabar area. The descendants of many of the early settlers still 
live in their own district - and often antagonistic ~ communities 
in Kerala. To a large degree, Kcralan politics, which are known 
for their turbulence, are dominated by the clashing of caste and 
communal pres,sure groups, 

The state has a population of twenty million, about sixty per 
cent of the people being Hindu, about twenty-one per cent 
Chri.stian, and about eighteen per cent Mu.slira, Among the 
Hindus, there are some four hundred and twenty castes and 
subcastes, with Brahmans, by religious tradition, the highest, 
and Pulayas, who arc aboriginal tribesmen, the lowest, hut,more 
than half of the Kcralan Plindus belong to cither of two castes: 
the N.iirs, who are in general the wealthiest and most influential, 
and who number two million four hundred thousand, and the 
Ezhavas, who are in general the poorest and most depressed, and 
who number three million seven hundred thousand. The Nairs 
arc known for their martial and authoritarian traditions and for 
their matriarchal feudalism. Until recently, a few Nalr families 
controlled vast estates, which were cultivated by lower-caste, 
serf-like tenants, The Ezhavas include plantation workers, tenant 
farmers, landless labourers, and fi,shermen, but most of them are 
toddy-tappers ~ a traditional occupation of the lower castes in 
south India. Until recently, the Ezhavas were not admitted into 
the presence of high-caste Hindus - were not allowed to enter 
the houses of high-caste Hindus, come near Hindu temples, 
attend public schools, or even use public roads, because, in 
the social system of the region, the Ezhavas were considered 
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‘untouchables’, and a high-caste Hindu thought any contact ; 
with an untouchable defiling. Although technically the Ezha- ^ 
vas arc no longer classified among India’s ‘scheduled castes ^ 
and tribes’ (a euphemism for ‘untouchables, derived from a 
list of groups that are guaranteed special protection by the ■ 

Constitution), in actuality they are still part of this outcast . 

population, which, in India, numbers over a hundred million. . 
Among the Christians, again,, there are many sects and de- ; 
nominations, but more than half of the Keralan Christians : 
arc Catholics and belong to either of two sects: the Syro-Mala- ; 

bar Christians, who arc in general the wealthiest and most . 

influential as a sect, and who number a million four hun- 
dred thousand, and the Malabar Latin Christians, wlw am | 
in general the poorest and most depressed as a sect, and who ; 
number a million. The Syro-Malabar Christians are considered i 
to be descendants of the first high-caste Hindu converts to [ 
Catholicism, and have a social and economic status parallel to j 
to that of the Nairs; the Malabar Latin Christians are considered f 
to be descendants of more recent, lower-caste Hindu converts i; 
to Catholicism, and have a social and economic status parallel ? 

to that of the Ezhavas. The Muslims, who are descendants either , 

of Arab traders believed to have come to the Malabar Coast in s 

the ninth century (these descendants are called Moplahs) or of 
Hindu converts, are, like the Christians, divided into various ! 

groups that,mirror in some ways the caste distinctions of Hindu , 

society. , -u 1 

The political history of the state really began in 1957, with | 

the Communist government. The Communists came to power | 

mainly through the support of the Ezhavas and the scheduled 
castes, who had grown to respect the Party volunteers for their j 

dedicated work on behalf of the poor in the villages. Two^ytars | 

later, the Communists lost power, mainly bwause of a violent j 

protest movement led by Christians and Nairs, whose hostility | 

was aroused by the Communist government’s sponsorship of j 

comprehensive bills for state control of education and for land 
reform; the Christians favoured land reform but opposed any 
state interference in their schools, and the Nairs favoured state 
education but opposed any government redistribution of their 
estates. Together, the Christians and the Nairs dominated the 
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State Congress Party, which charged the Communist govern¬ 
ment with reducing Kerala to anarchy. The Communists, in 
turn, charged the Congress Party with engineering disturbances 
in order to have a pretext for deposing the Communist govern¬ 
ment before it had had a chance to prove itself in office. In 1959, 
the Congress government in Delhi dismissed the . Communist 
government in Kerala and proclaimed President’s Rule. Elec¬ 
tions were held in the state in i960, but the factionalism now 
cut so deep that no party was able to win a clear majority. The 
Congress Party, however, did achieve a plurality and was able to 
form a shaky anti-Communist coalition government. There was 
dissension in the coalition, and it was dissolved within two years, 
but Congress managed to continue in power for another two 
years. Then it was brought down by the defection of a pre¬ 
dominantly Christian wing. Elections were held again in 1965, 
and again no single party won a clear majority. Most of the 
candidates nominated by the Communists were in jail, having 
been put there under the Defence of India Rules, yet the Com¬ 
munists managed to win a plurality. The elected candidates 
were not released from jail, however, and so were prevented 
from forming a government. Instead, Kerala was once more 
placed under President’s Rule. (In subsequent years, the Com¬ 
munists returned to power in Kerala, and also made gains in 
other states.) 

R. Sankar is an Ezhava who emerged as a Congress leader in 
Kerala during the anti-Communist protest movement and went 
on to become Deputy Chief Minister and then Chief Minister of 
the anti-Communist coalition government. He lives about two 
hours’ drive from Trivandrum, in the town of Quilon, where I 
go to meet him. His living room is furnished a little like a 
theatre-in-the-round. Against the walls there are wooden sofas 
with bright cushions, and m the centre of the room there is a 
round table with four chairs. Sankar is sitting at the table. He is 
a big, jovial-looking man with a full face and thick, wavy grey 
hair, which is brushed straight back. 

I ask him about the circumstances of the fall of the coalition 
government. 
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‘The Nairs and Christians could not abide the fact that an 
Ezhava was the. leader of their state government,’ he says. ‘The 
Communists naturaily hated my government, but then they are 
agents of foreign powers and have_no use for our Indian demo¬ 
cratic set-up except as a way of coming to power. 

I ask him about the political instability in Kerala. 

*Wc may never have a stable government, he says. Three 
quarters of our people can read now. Because of the enlightened 
education policies of the old princely governments of Travan- 
core and Cochin, wc are ahead of the rest of the country. Among 
the people who work in, say, a little cigarette factory, you’ll 
find that nine labourers out of ten have clubbed together and 
hired the tenth to read them the newspapers wliile they work. 
But a great many of our people can’t find any work. The popula¬ 
tion increase here - about twenty-five per cent between the 
census of 1951 and the census of 1961 - has far outstripped the 
number of jobs created by new industries. Everywhere, we have 
a lot of educated people who can’t find jobs and who spend their 
time reading newspapers and getting grandiose ideas about 

their political rights.’ , , . . , 

I ask him about the possibilities of developing industry m 

Kerala. 

‘Before Independence, all we had here was one glass factory, 
one ceramics factory, one titanium factory, and a fertilizer plant,’ 
he says. 'After Independence, in the First Five-Year Plan, wc 
were awarded a DDT factory, which was built. In the second 
Plan, we were awarded a ship-building plant, a hcavy-clcctrical- 
goods factory, and a photochemical factory. Negotiations for the 
first plant arc still going on. The second plant was reallocated 
to another state. The third plant w.as dropped altogether, in 
favour of an oil refinery, which, fortunately, we have been able 
to build. In the Third Five-Year Plan, however, we got nothing, 
though I tried my best with the Planning Commission in Delhi. 

The country’s resources were too limited.’ 

Since 1964, there have been two Communist parric.s In India- 
the Right Communists, who are formally known as the Com¬ 
munist Party of India, and the Left Communist!!, who are form¬ 
ally known as the Communist Party of India, Marxist. Each 
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claims to be the true Communist Party, but as a rale the Right 
Communists follow the Soviet line and the Left Communists 
the Chinese line, In Kerala, the leader of the Right Communists 
is Achuta Mcnon, who at present happens to be in the Soviet 
Union. Unni Raja, a prominent Kcralan Right Communist and 
the editor of a small Right Communist political weekly pub-. 
lished in Malayalam and called Navayugam (‘new age’), is in 
Trivandrum, at the headquarters of the Right Communists, a 
two-storey building with a large blazing-red signboard by its 
entrance, over which flics a red flag. I have come here to meet 
him. The rooms are large and empty, and look unused. There 
are no carpets, no curtains - ju.st a few cane-bottomed chairs. In 
one of the rooms I find Unni Raja, a tall, thin, grey-haired man 
with a long chin, a wide mouth, and a small grey toothbrush 
moustache and heavy grey eyebrows. He is wearing a white 
bii^h shirt and a white ankle-length south Indian garment called 
i^mundu. 

I ask Unni Raja about the ideological differences between the 
Right Communists and die Left Communists. 

'Wc accept the Soviet position that the world Communist 
revolution can come about through peaceful means,’ he says. 

‘Wc think that there is general discontent in India and that the 
popular democratic forces arc turning against Congress. We 
feel that if wc are hasty in taking up arms the people won’t sup¬ 
port us. But the Left Communists, like the Chinese, believe that 
world revolution can come about only through violence. The 
Left Communists deny that they have connections with the 
Chinese, but wc think that they, like the Albanian Communists, 
are hand in glove with them. Conditions in India today, how¬ 
ever, are very different from the conditions in China at, the time 
of her revolution,’ 

I ask him if violent revolution was not one of the original 
tenets of Marxism. 

‘Marxism i.s a propo.sltion, but different conditions^ require 
different applications of the proposition,’ he says. ‘Dialectical 
materialism can never change. The fact that the .sun rises in the 
cast cannot change. The fact can’t get dated. Only the applica- ^ 
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tion of the fact to particular conditions - particular countries - 

him if he has ever had any doubts about applying the 
Marxist proposition to Indian conditions. ^ ^ 

‘Doubts there will always be, no question about it,’ he says. 
'Naturally, when we are faced with new problems and a new 
situation, we have our doubts. In the early days, it was not easy 
for me to accept such acrobatics of the Party as the denunciation 
of Stalin or our Party’s abandonment of the Calcutta Thesis in 
1951. The Calcutta Thesis assumed that India was ready for 
violent revolution, and advocated the use of subversion and 
terrorism - tactics that Mao Tse-tung had used to win control of 
of China. From head to foot, I still bear the bodily scars of my 
fight for the Calcutta Thesis, for which I had gone to prison, 
for which I had been whipped. When you have lived your life 
by certain ideas, it’s difficult to make adjustments to changes.’ 

I ask him how he became a Communist. 

‘I broke with the Congress Party when Gandhi persuaded a 
leader of the untouchables to call off a hunger strike he had 
undertaken to gain admission to Hindu temples for his people, 
That was the beginning of my disillusionment. I became an 
active political worker in the Communist Party. Now the time 
is past for using civil-disobedience tactics to win admission to the 
temple. Now, in a figurative sense, the temple has to be burned 
down.’ 

One of the most eminent Kcralan Brahman communities - 
the Brahmans of the Brahmans, as it were - is the subcaste of the 
Namboodiris, who stand at the apex of the caste pyramid, and 
who, for the most part, still live in feudal isolation as intellectual 
aristocrats. One of the most eminent Namboodiri families - the 
Namboodiris of the Namboodiris - is the family of Elamkulam 
Manakal Sankaran Namboodiripad, the General Secretary of the 
Communist Party of India, Marxist, and he is one of the two 
most important Communist leaders in India (the other being 
S. A. Dange, the Chairman of the Communist Party of India). 
Fle was the first Communist in India to hold high office; he 
served as Chief Minister of the first Communist government in 
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Kerala. (In 1967, he won this office back,) The Indian journa¬ 
list D. R. Mankekar, in his book Th Reil Riddle of Kerala^ dis¬ 
cusses Namboodiripad: , 

; Even his bitterest adversaries concede that E, M, S, Namboodiripad 
is the ablest political operator in Kerala. A person of highest integrity, 
against whose name there is not a breath of scandal, with a long 
record of selfless service.,. E, M, S. is adored by the people,.. 
j. He is an excellent organizer, an outstanding propagandist, and a top 
: party theoretician, He has vision and an imagination in a land where 

the average run of [toliticians are small men with petty politics and a 
marrow communal outlook. 

Above all, F,. M. S. is Iniman, simple, and natural... but ruthless 
and inexoraltle in political warfare.., There is about him the glamour 
of a liigli-class Briiliman who sacrificed his wealth and dedicated hira- 
1 sell to the .services of the people and the Party. 

I Namboodiri[)ad, like Unni Raja, has his office in Trivandrum 
1 - in the heailquarters of the Left Communists, a building almost 

indistinguishable on the outside from the headquarters building 
1 of the Right Communists, except that the .signboard does not 

; have a red flag over it. I call on Namboodiripad in his office - 

j' a cubbyhole barely large enough for a desk and a couple of 

i chairs. He is .short and heavy, with grey hair and a smooth, 

j quiet face, which, at a closer look, reveals an underlying tension. 

I He wears glasses, and has on a worn blue bush shirt and a white 

! nmdti. 

^ I remark that the Right Communists say the split between 
i the two parties is essentially a reflection of the Sino-Soviet spilt. 

I 'That is their malicious propaganda,’ he tells me, struggling 
I with a bad stammer. 'They say it because their position on the 

I i!i,suc of Congress rule, on which we broke with them in 1964, is 

I thoroughly unjustifiable. So they allege that we arc for violent 

j revolution, which we are not, and that we are foreign agents ~ 

I the stock charge of all anti-Communists.’ As he speaks, he fans 

f himself with a newspaper, 

! I ask him what he thinks are the real differences between the 
Left and the Right Communists, 

'The Right Communists feel that the Congress government 
in Delhi is - though not fully, at least to a certain extent - pur- 
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suing progressive Sofisiistic poiicies, that its foreign poiiey of 
non alignment can bcl to peace, that its an reform, as far as 
it goes, is having sonae success,’ he says. ‘We don t thmfc so. Wc 
believe that the Congress government is )usl anolhcr mono¬ 
polistic, bourgeois government, and most Indian .omoinnffi 
agree with us. We now have a card-carrying-raemhcrship of a 
hundred and ten thousand - three out o four Indian Com¬ 
munists. But there is not a direct connection hetweeri Parly nann- 
hership and popular support. We had a eard-earrying 
membership of just twenty thous.ind in the ekitoi, of iphy m 
Kerala, yet we polled more than a million voles. Otir tactic is to 
ioin forces with the Right Communists and other parties to 
form popular fronts, and .so take over the slate legislatures. But 
the puestion is whether we will be alloaved to wm by fan mam, 
The Congress Party is a past-naastcr at employing pnlitital dfr 

tendon and ruthless suppre,ssinn.’ , , ,, 

I ask him what the Communist.s would do if they should 
come to national power. 

‘It would depend upon the stage of the economy when wc 
came to power, but we would almost certainly extend the public 
sector, redistribute the land, and remove all kinds of burden,s - 
debts, rents, taxc.s - from the backs of the cultivators. Wc would 
nationalmc industry, nationalize the fin.ancial institutions. We 
would do away with the use of private capital’ 

I ask him what kind of policy a Communist government in 
India would have towards religiou.s, communal, and ca.stc 


group.'). 

‘We would oh,serve a complete .separation of the government 
and religion as long as religious leaders did not fry to interfere 
with the government,’ 

I ask him how he became a Communist. 

'I had a traditional Namboodiri upbringing - .smet and 
au-stere,’ he says. ‘I had a traditional Namboodiri education - pri¬ 
vate tutoring in Malayalam literature and Sanskrit scripture,s. I 
was made to learn the Rig-Vedn by heart. After that, the Namhoo- 
diri tradition called for me to settle down to a life of devotional 
prayers and rack-renting. Rut instead I was sent to a Western- 
type college, which I abandoned for the nationalist movement 


( 


fnr indcpendenai. I reached Leninism through Gandhiism, As 
I look hack, it seems to me that Gandhi was a bourgeois leader 
! and Gandhiism simply a stage in the history of Indian cap}- 

i talism. 1 left the Congress Party to found the Communist Party 

1 in this region, We remained underground until after Britain 

\ and the Soviet Union became allies in World War II. Then the 

: Comimmisi Pariy was legalized, I sold my patrimony to rai.se 

I money to start a Communist newspaper,’ 

; V. K. Suknmaran Nayar, who took his doctorate at Yale 
University, and who is now chairman of the Department of Poli- 
i tical Science of the University of Kerala, in, Trivandrum, observes 
i Keralan politics with a degree of detachment that the politicians 
! themselves could not he expected to shown Nayar invites me to 
i tea, and we sir in a small drawing-room in his house and talk 
i about Kerala. 

! ‘India may have the large,st democracy in the world, but most 
} of the voters arc illiterate,’ he tells me, speaking rapidly and with 
ease. ‘Maybe they know nothing more of a political party than 
its svmhoi - yoked bullocks for Congress, corn and sickle for the 
Right Communists, hammer, sickle, and .star for the Left 
Communist,'!, and sc, on. Most of the parties in Kerala claim to 
have Socialist goals of one kind or another.’ He gets up, walks 
! across the room, and leans against a large glass-fronted cup- 

j board crammed with children's toys - the main piece of furni- 

! turc in the room. The differences between the parties I’ve 

1 mentioned, and the other parlies in Kerala as well - the Praja 

! Socialists, the Revolutionary Socialists, the Samyukta Socialists, 

j the Kerala Socialists, the Jana Sangh, the Swatantra, the Muslim 

j League, the Kerala Congress ~ are almost entirely in leadership, 

in organization, and in the interest groups that support them 
and have split them into faction.s. In Kerala, the Congress Party 
failed to absorb these interest groups and emerge as the domin¬ 
ant political party, and ,so gave the Communists a chance to fill 
the political vacuum, but the Communists have also failed to ab¬ 
sorb the,sc interest groups into a common ideology. Religious, 
caste and communal interest groups have their own organiza- 
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tions, and most of them are headed by very strong men, with 
whom the government must perpetually bargain. Every pralan 
continues to think of himself as Nair, Ezhava, Namboochri, 
Syro-Malabar Christian, Malabar Latin Christian, or Moplah, 
with fierce loyalty to his family and his home.’ 

In 1914, Mannatha Padmanabhan, a Nair, founded the Nair 
Service Society, with the aim of reforming his caste’s matriarchal 
system, and the system, which had concentrated land holdings 
in the hands of a few families, was, in efiect, abolished m 1925. 
Today, the Nair Service Society, to which most Nairs belong, 
runs co-operatives, medical centres, colleges, secondary schools, 
and printing presses of its own, and has a thousand constituent 
units in the villages of Kerala. Padmanabhan, who served as 
head of the organization for forty years, lives not far from 
Trivandrum, in the village of Changanacheri, and this is where 
the organization has its headquarters and many of its more im- ^ 
portant institutional centres. The organization’s buildings m | 
Changanacheri, I discover when I go to meet Padmanabhan, are 1 
new and garish; they stand out like a new village within the 

Tw can find Padmanabhan sitting under a tree in front of 
the N.S.S. headquarters,’ a passer-by tells me. ‘He always sits 
there.’ Indeed, Padmanabhan is there, sitting in a wicker chair 
on a patch of lawn. He is a very old man dressed in a white 
munch a white \um, and brown leather sandals, with a white | 

shawl folded neatly over his shoulders, He has thin white hair | 

and only a few teeth. His hands are very wrinkled. Slowly, with | 

the aid of a walking stick, he gets to his feet, and then he calls to | 

a man who is sitting at some distance, in another wicker chair, | 

and this man comes over and introduces himself as a Malayalam- , | 

English interpreter. , . l ^ 

When we are all seated, I ask Padmanabhan, through the | 
interpreter, about the social aims of the Nair Service j 

Society, ^ , , n . I 

‘The purpose of the N.S.S. has always been to make all the j 
subcastes of Nairs feel that they belong to one happy Nair family | 
and to work for the social uplift of all Nairs, he says. I 
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I ask him if it wouldn’t be better to work for the social uplift 
of all the people, whatever their castes. 

'We have built all kinds of Nair institutions,’ he says, halt¬ 
ingly. ‘If we abolished the N.S.S,, to whom could we transfer 
their ownership? I have been trying to get the N.S.S. to drop 
"Nair” from its name, but it’s very difficult to get the other 
Nairs to agree. During my years of work for the Nairs, I have 
travelled Five thousand miles in India, touring and giving 
speeches, in an effort to eradicate distinctions among the many 
Nair subcastes and also among other castes and subcastes, Our 
work has indirectly helped other castes, There are even mar¬ 
riages between Nairs and Ezhavas now. If there had been such 
a marriage twenty-five years ago, there would have been a 
murder in the family. We are making strides, and although 
other castes have worked together for such progress, the N.S.S. 
deserves special good marks.' 

I ask him whether he thinks India will ever be able to rid it¬ 
self of caste barriers. 

'The caste system has been here as long as the Hindus have, 
and the Nairs'can’t end the caste system all by themselves,’ he 
says. ‘It will take a long time to end it. In the meantime, we 
must work within it. The nature of the world is such that you 
can’t do anything quickly. I believe all mankind is one, but it 
is not easy to put that belief into practice. 

In 1902, an Ezhava who was an ascetic and who came to be 
known as Slid Narayana Guru founded, an Ezhava welfare or¬ 
ganization, the Shri Narayana Dharma Paripalana Yogam, or 
Society for the Protection of the Moral Law of the Venerable 
Narayana, which is second only to the Nair Service Society as 
the most powerful caste organization in Kerala and now has Hs 
own schools, training colleges, and constituent units in the 
villages. The work of Shri Narayana Guru, who died some years 
ago, is being carried on by several leading members of the or¬ 
ganization, one of whom is M. K. Raghavan. I call on him m 
Cochin - an old, crowded town on the Arabian Sea, which is, 
after Bombay, the busiest port on India’s wwt coast - where he 
livc.s in a single-storey house set in a lush Keralan garden. He 
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receives me in a small sitting-room dominated by a picture of | 

Shri Narayana Guru, with pictures of Buddha and Christ on j 

either side. Raghavan, who is dressed in a bush shirt and a man- | 

dtt, is a striking-looking man in his middle years. He has a nar- i 

row strip of moustache, and eyebrows that stick out over the tops | 

of big glasses. I 

I ask him about the purpose of the Shri Narayana Dharma 
ParipalanaYogam. I 

‘Most of us Ezhavas have always had the same occupation - j 

tapping and processing toddy from palm trees, especially coco- j 

nut palms. There are toddy-tappers all over south India. Else- ! 

where, our caste is known as Billavas or Nadars. There are a 
lot of us here in Kerala because there are a lot of coconuts here. | 
From the time the Aryan invaders came to India, three or four 
thousand years ago, and introduced the caste system and made 
slaves of our people, we had no rights. We even had to keep 
sixty-four feet away from any Hindu temple. We had to 
keep thirty-six feet away from Brahmans and sixteen feet away ! 

from Nairs - and untouchables had to keep twelve feet away j 

from Ezhavas. From ancient times, our Ezhava women were I 

forbidden to wear any clothing above the waist in the presence ! 

of Brahmans and Nairs. But Shri Narayana Guru taught that ; 

there was one universal caste, one religion, one god, and he led [ 

a movement against untouchability. He founded the S.N.D.P.Y. , 

because he felt that unless all caste distinctions were abolished, j 

unless there was some kind of equality between man and man, | 

there could be no social justice - we Ezhavas would always be | 

slaves. He inspired the Ezhavas and, through them, all the other | 

untouchablc.s, even before Gandhi. Now untouchability has been i; 

abolished by law, but in practice it persists. Untouchables^are | 

beaten when they refu.sc to perform their traditional functions 
h the villages, like serving as scavengers and disposing of dirty | 
leaves after pco[)lc have eaten from them. Wc have to continue | 
to fight to abolish untouchability from the souls of high-caste [ 
Hindu.s.’ I 

Indian Christianity is said by many Indian Christians to go [ 
back to the time of St Thomas the Apostle, who is supposed to | 
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have reached the Malabar Coast in 52 a.d., eight or nine years 
before St Paul arrived in Rome, and to this day there is a greater 
concentration of Indian Christians in this area than anywhere 
else in India (four million out of the total of ten million 
Christians in India). The Malabar Christians arc divided into a 
number of sects, distinguished by affiliations with different 
foreign or heretical Christian communitic.s, and therefore by 
different rites and'doctrines. The original Malabar Christians 
acccfitcd communion with the Roman Catholic Church, but, 
probably because of commercial contact with Persia, they used 
a Syro-Chaldaic form of liturgy of the Eastern Church, and so 
have come to be known a.s Syro-Malabar Christians. After the 
arrival of Portugue,sc missionaries in the sixteenth and seven- 
tcenih centuries, some of them abandoned the Syro-Chaldaic 
liturgy and adopted instead the Latin liturgy of the Roman 
Catholic Church, and so have come to be known as Malabar 
Latin Christians. Other Syro-Malabar Christians in the mean¬ 
time .severed their connection with the Roman Catholic Church 
altogether and established relations with the facobitc Church In 
Syria, and so have come to be known as Malabar Jacobite 
Christians. Some of these Malabar Jacobite Christians later r^ 
turned to the communion of the Roman Catholic Church but 
retained some of the Jacobite liturgy, and so have come to be 
known as Syro-Malanknrcsc Christians. Other Malabar Jacobite 
Christians established relations with the Protestant denomina¬ 
tions, and so have come to be known a.s Marthomitc, or Re¬ 
formed Jacobite, Christians. There are other small sects and de¬ 
nominations of Christians as well. Beyond liturgical and 
doctrinal distinction,s, many Keralan Christians still observe the 

hereditary ca.stes of their Flindu forefathers. 

Roth the Malabar Latin Christians and the Syro-Malabar 
Christians have their archdiocesan headquarters in Ernakulam, 
a modern-looking town of temples and churches that is ^a 
suburb of Cochin. In the area of Ernakulam, the Malabar Latin 
Christians far outnumber the Syro-Malabar Christians, and the 
presence of the two archdiocesan headquarters in the same town 

has been a .source of contention for years. 

The head of the Malabar Latin Christians is His Grace the 
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Archbishop of Verapoly, Dr Joseph Attipetty, and I arrange to 
meet him at his house in Ernakulam. The house has a rather 
Mediterranean atmosphere, It overlooks the sea, it is entered 
by a silver-painted iron gate, and it is built around a courtyard 
that is planted with bushes and a palm tree and is dominated by 
a silver-painted statue of Jesus. Dr Attipetty receives me in a 
room illuminated by stained-glass windows, where he sits at the 
head of a large conference table surrounded by empty chairs, He 
has a plump, merry face, and is wearing a crimson cap - under 
which tufts of grey hair stick out - and a white cassock that is 
quite tight around his middle. 

I ask him about the relations between the Malabar Latin 
Christians and the Syro-Malabar Christians. 

‘Both the Syrian Christians and the Latin Christians believe 
that they alone arc true to the original Christianity of St 
Thomas,’ he says, whistling his 's’s a little. ‘The Syrian 
Christians think that they are the truest because they arc the 
oldest; we think that we arc the truest because we believe that 
the Syro-Chaldaic liturgy led the Indian Christians into hereti¬ 
cal practices that were corrected only when the Portuguese 
missionaries came, in the sixteenth century. 1 he sacraments of 
the Latin Christians and the Syrian Christians have always been 
very similar. Sometimes we’ve even attended one another s ser¬ 
vices. The main difference between us has always'been in the 
details of the two liturgies, especially the languages of the two 
Masses. The Syrian Christians, with the consent of the Church 
in Rome, said their Mass from the very outset in Syro-Chaldaic, 
which is like Aramaic, the language Jesus spoke. But we, from 
the very outset, said our Mass in Latin. Since the Second 'Vati¬ 
can Council has sanctioned the use of the vernacular for the 
Mass, even that difference between them and us may eventually 
disappear, for Malayalam may become our common liturgical 
language.’ 

‘Is there a chance, then, that you and the Syro-Malabar 
Christians may one day unitc.^’ I ask. 

‘No, none at all -- mainly because of the caste system among 
the Indian Christians here,' he ,says. ‘During the episcopate of 
my predecessor, the Latin Church won a lot of new converts, 
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Most of them were K'/.havas who were trying to escape from the 
oppression of the Hindu caste system. But some of the estab¬ 
lished Latin Christians were descendants of high-castc Hindus, 
and they objected to the new Ezhava converts’ sitting or stand¬ 
ing next to them in the churches, So we had to build separate 
churches for die Ezhava Latin Christians. Nowadays, some of 
these Kzhava Latin Christians are being admitted to the churches 
of the higlvcaste Latin Christians. But the Syrian Christians 
don't want anything to do with the Ezhava Latin Christians, so 
they now consider all Latin Christians untouchable. There are 
some Syrian Christians who won’t have anything to do with me, 
even though I am a high-caste Latin Christian and my family 
has been Cliristlan since the time of St Thomas the Apostle. 
When an Ezhava came to my family's house, he had to stand 
outside and speak to us from there. These things are rooted 
very deeply in the past, and though we are constantly having 
dialogues and meetings, we can’t change such things in a day.’ 

The head of the Syro-Malabar Christians is His Grace the 
Archbishop of Ernakulam, Dr Joseph Parecattil (In 1969, he 
was made a cardinal and became one of two Indian Princes of 
the Church, the other being His Eminence Valerian Cardinal 
Gracias,) His residence, I discover when I go to meet him, re- 
atmbies that of the other archbishop very closely, and the room 
in which he receives me is decorated in almost the same way. 
Dr Parecattil, who wears a white cassock and a gold cross on a 
gold chain, has dark skin, white eyebrows, and short, fluffy 
white hair. There is an air of tranquillity and contentment about 
him. 

I ask him about the relations between the Syro-Malabar 
Christians and the Malabar Latin Christians. 

‘We arc both under the Pope,’ he says, 'But socially we will 
always be divided by caste, for the Latin Christians as a com¬ 
munity belong to the low castes - they are so listed in the official 
census. Also, our church is by far the older, I know that some 
people doubt whether St Thomas the Apostle came here and 
founded our church, but if he didn’t come here, where did he go?’ 

I remark on the strangeness of carrying the Hmdu caste system 
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over to Chi'istiAiiity, and ask how a Christian knows what Hindu | 
caste he is descended from. : 

‘The world has always been full of social distinctions, and the | 

Church is no exception,' he says. ‘Tlicre has always been a kind j 

of public understanding about caste among ihc Indian Christians, j, 

Indian Christians have always observed Hindu caste, and even | 

Hindu customs, like consulting horoscopes, in order to preserve ! 

their position in Hindu society. We don’t delve deeply into these | 

questions, because to do so would only make trouble. Actually, ? 

within our church we have even further social distinctions, based | 

on one’s relationship to the original Indian converts of St i 

Thomas. The families of Sanoorikal, Pakalomattam, Kalli, and | 

Kaliankayu claim to be direct descendants. There are many i 

claims like that. My own family claims to go back to the time of j 

St Thomas, too.’ " I 

' -i 

Returning to Trivandrum, I go to pay my respects to His Orara j 

the Archbishop of Trivandrum, Benedict Mar Gregorios. He is 1 

head of the Malabar Syro-Malankaresc Christians, who number ' 

a hundred and sixty thousand. The Archbishop’s office is in a h 

two-storey house in the. compound of the Mar Theophilo.s Train- | 

ing College. The college grounds arc extensive, and they are lush | 

with banana trees and coconut palms. All around the house in t 

which the Archbishop has his office are dark young men in long j 

white robes.. One of them, who is carrying a brcviaiy under his J 

arm, shows me upstairs to the office, which is hung with religious [ 

pictures and dark-blue draperies. The Archbishop, who is sitting ■ j 
behind a desk, is a grey-bearded, bright-eyed, friendly-looking j 

man drcs.sed in a long fawn-coloured robe wdth a sa.sh of bright- .| 
pink satin. Around his neck is a heavy gold chain from which . | 
hangs a gold cross .studded with stones of the .same bright pink, j: 
and on his head is an unusual head-dress embroidered with a i 
geometrical design in white, yellow, and gold on a black back- | 
ground, He speaks in an easy way about the confusing diversity | 
of the Indian Christian communities - playing with his gold chain I 
while he talks - and concludes his remarks with a quotation from I 
the Bible: "‘Vanity of vanities, .saith the Preacher, vanity of j 
vanities; all is vanity."’ . I 
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There arc at present fifteen thousand Jews in India, and, 
according to one Indian-Jewi,sh tradition, the first Israelites to 
come here settled in a port not far from Cochin that was called 
Shingly. There are several theories about the arrival of these first 
Jewish scttler.s: that they came from Israel in the tenth century 
B.c., during King Solomon’s reign; that they came from Judaea 
in the first century a.d., after the destruction of King Herod’s 
temple; that they came from Majorca in the fourth century; that 
they came from Persia in the fifth century. Whenever it was that 
they came, by the time the Portuguese arrived on the Malabar 
Coast, in tbe sixteenth century, a Jewi.sh settlement was flourish¬ 
ing in Shingly ~ or Cranganore, as it wa.s then called. The 
Portuguese destroyed the settlement and dispersed the Jews, who 
eventually found a patron and protector in the Hindu Maharaja 
of Cochin. 1 -Ie gave them land ofi which to build a synagogue in 
Cochin. The synagogue was built in 1568 and rebuilt in 1664, and 
stands today - the oldest in India, serving the oldest congregation 
of Indian Jews. These and the other Jews of Malabar, who do not 
marry outside their own community, are themselves divided into 
three distinct groups - White Jews, Black Jew!;, and Slave Jews - 
who, in turn, do not marry outside their own groups. The distinc¬ 
tion between the White Jews and the Black Jew.s is supposedly 
based on the lighter complexion of the White Jews, but, con¬ 
fusingly, some of the White Jews have dark complexions. Al¬ 
though the White Jews enjoy a higher social status than the Black 
Jews, the Black Jews are generally thought to be the original 
settlers, and the White Jews to have come as refugees from the 
Spanish Inqui.sition. The Slave Jews are regarded as outcasts by 
both the Black Jews and the White Jews. This form^ of ostracism 
.seems to be based on the Hindu idea of .untouchability, and until 
recently, just as the untouchables were excluded from Hindu 
temples, the Slave Jew.s were excluded from the synagogues of the 
other Jews. Although there is now more contact among, the three 

groups, the old distinctions of social status persist. 

The acknowledged leader of the Jews of Malabar is a White 
Jew, S. S. Koder, who is a merchant in Cochin and is the 
wealthiest Jew in Kerala. He lives in a flat next door to his 
business - a general store that consists of one long hall containing 
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display shelves and steel cupboards. I call on Koder at his flat, | 
wherAe receives me in a large, cluttered living-room that has a 1 
ponderous atmosphere. The furniture, which is 0 eavy tea - 
wood carved with flowers, birds, and animals, is in what might 
be called Indo-Portuguese style. Seated on a camel-back sofa is 
Koder, a big, hcavy-jowled man dressed in a long-sleeved white 

bush shirt and white trousers. . „ . , , 

‘The furniture in this room was originally in the palace of the 
Maharaja of Cochin,’ Koder tells me, speaking English with a 
thick accent that sounds Middle. Eastern. ‘It will be the nucleus j 

of an exhibition of Malabar Jewish arts that we are going to ( 

mount for the celebration of the four-hundredth anniversary of ^ 
our synagogue, which is in Jew Town, where pmcucally all the | 
Jews in Cochin live. I am trying to get some of the Jews 111 New j 
York to come over for the celebration. ; 

I ask him how long his family has been in Malabar. I 

‘Since the time of my great-grandfather, who came to India | 
from Baghdad,’ he says. ‘But, unfortunately,_neither my great- | 
grandfather nor my grandfather had any interest in family , 

history, so we have no family records.’ _ 1 ' 

Koder is an amateur historian of the Indian Jews, and I ask | 
him to tell me something about their history. | 

‘We were persecuted by the Portuguese, but we prospered | 
under the Dutch and, later, under the British,’ he says. Now, 1 
though, we have begun to worry about our economic future in ; 
this country. At Independence, there were twenty-four thousand | 
Jews in India; nine thousand have since left. .Some of them have i 
gone to America, Canada, England, or Australia, but most have | 
gone to Israel, where there is land in plenty, and cows and ; 
chickens. Take the case of the Sassoons of Bombay, who arc j 
known to everyone as the Rothschilds of the East. They owned 
mills in Bombay, which used to be worked by Jewish labourers, i- 
They sold their mills to the Hindus and packed up and went to j 
Israel. The new Hindu mill-owners find that they can get Plindu | 
labourers who are much better trained for the jobs, The Jews are [ 
worried about competition. They’re afraid they may not be able [ 
to keep up even their old standard of living, meagre though that j 
is. In Cochin, there are only a hundred of us Jews left, and even ' 
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this community may be dying out. Our sons and daughters can’t 
find marriage partners in India. A marriageable son of a White 
Jew these days has no more than half a dozen girls in all India to 
choose a wife from.’ 

Jew Town, where Koder takes me to visit the synagogue, turns 
out to consist of one narrow, rather European-Iooking dead-end 
street, on which there arc, first, small shops, then whitewashed 
houses ~ often with a gable facing the street and occasionally with 
a Star of David on the door - and then, at the end of the street, 
the courtyard of the synagogue. The synagogue, which is also 
white, has only two rooms. One is a vestibule, in which a prom¬ 
inent brass jilaquc commemorates Koder’s father as a benefactor. 
The other is a beautiful hall hung with old chandeliers and 
decorated with old bluc-and-white Chinese tiles. At one end of 
the hall are a few marble steps leading to a little raised area, 
where, behind a half-open silken curtain, there is a carved wooden 
box painted red and gold, a golden crown, and three copper 
plates. 

‘This is our Ark of the Covenant,’ Koder says, going up to the 
box. 'It is all Dutch work on tcakwood, It contains our scrolls. 
This crown was given to us by the Maharaja of Travancore. 
These copper plates are the oldest records of Indian Jewry. They 
record certain privileges that were reserved for princes but were 
extended to the first Jewish settlers. Although some scholars dis¬ 
agree, my view is that the settlers mentioned in the copper plates 
came here in the fourth century a.d, and founded their settle¬ 
ment in Shingly, and that this settlement lasted a thousand years.’ 
He tells me that although the copper plates are inscribed in the 
old Tamil alphabet, he knows the English translation of the 
inscription by heart, and he goes on to recite most of iti ‘ “Hail, 
and Prosperity I The following gift was graciously made by him 
who had assumed the title of King of Kings, His Majesty the 
King Sri Parkaran Iravi Vanmar, whose ancestors have been 
wielding the sceptre for many hundred thousand years.’’ ’ He 
pauses to explain that the gifts were granted to a Jew named 
Joseph Rabban, of the village of Anjuvannam, and consisted of 
‘tolls on boats and carts, the revenue and the title of Anjuvannam, 
the lamp of the day, a cloth spread in front to walk on, a palan- 
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quin, a parasol, a drum, a frumpot, a gateway, a garlarid. He 
continues the recitation: “To Joseph Rabban the Prince of 
Anjuvannam and to his descendants, sons and daughters, and to 
his nephews, and to the sons-in-law who married his daughters 
in natural succession. So long as the world and moon exist, 
Anjuvannam shall be his hereditary possession,” ’ 

Before leaving Kerala, I pay a courtesy call on its governor, 
Bhagwan Sahay, in Trivandrum, His residence, the Raj Bhavan, 
is built on a rise and overlooks the green slopes of the Kerala 
countryside, which here is dotted with the red roofs of bunga- 
lows The Governor receives me in a garden, where he is having 
elevenses with Mrs Sahay and a pretty daughter-in-law, Pamela, 
who is here on a visit. The three are seated on wicker chairs and 
are chatting with one another. All about are elegant little high 
tables painted with pastoral scenes. Each table supports a silver 
tray, a silver teapot, and a silver Jug, Uniformed bearers are 
circling around serving tea and coconut milk, pastries and nut,s. 
The Governor, a tall, broad-shouldered man in his fifties, .smiles 
happily as Pamela, under the stern gaze of her mother-in-law, 
keeps playfully adjusting the end of her sari to cover her head. 
(Well-brought-up Indian girls, especially brides, are taught to 
keep their heads covered in the presence of their elders.) 

A man introduced as Colonel Raja, the brother-in-law of the 
former Maharaja of Travancore and an old friend of the family, 
arrives to drive Pamela to Kovalam, a beach a few miles away. 
They invite me to j oin them, and I accept, 

‘They ought to build lots of hotels and a drive all along this 

beach,’Pamela says as we are driving down the coa,St. 

‘A very well-known American travel agency has just written to 
me to say that they want to build this place up as a msort for 
honeymooners from all around the world,’ Colonel Raja says. A 
big American airline is prepared to land a Boeing in Trivandrum 
once a week. But our airport can’t even receive Viscounts. And 
there are no air-conditioned hotels.’ 

The beach, which is sheltered by palms, extends indefinitely, 
and there isn’t a soul in sight, The sea is calm and blue. At 
Kovalam, we pull up in front of a bathhouse, which is near the 
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i unoccupied palace of the former Maharaja, and go inside to 
i change. 

I When we come out, Pamela has put on an old sari for bathing. 
I She \valk.s slowly into the water. 

I Colonel Raja takes a couple of planks and bamboo poles and 
t lashes them together to make a raft, which he paddles out into 

I' the sea. Pamela climbs onto the raft and lies down. With one 

I hand, she shades her eyes from the sun. The raft moves farther 

I and farther away from the shore. 


I Politics:'My Fafkef’s Home' 

After the British transferred the capital of India from Calcutta to 
Delhi, in 1911, the British, over a period of twenty years, built a 
completely new city, New Delhi, just to the .south of the old city. 
Although many modern office buildings have since gone up in 
the centre of New Delhi, and its contours have expanded to take 
in many growing suburban colonies, the main features of the 
British city remain Intact, so the capital continues to wear an 
expres.sion of colonial grandeur: wide, tree-lined avenues bor- 
f dered by stately white colonial residences, which have large, high- 

I; ceilinged rooms, colonnaded veranda.s, spacious gardens, and 

[ long red gravel driveways. But the high-ranking politicians and 
I government officers who now live in these houses are all Indians, 

f■ One .such house at present serves as the official residence of Mrs 

I Indira Priyadanshini Gandhi, who in 1966 became the third Prime 

Minister of India. The first Prime Minister was her father, 
Jawaharlal Nehru, who held office from 1947 to 1964, and the 
second was Lai Bahadur .Shastri, who held office from 1964 to 
1 1966. It was generally agreed that her strongest suit in bidding 

for the office was the fact that she was a Nehru. 

The Nehru family name appeared sometime after 1716. In that 
year, an ancestor named Raj Kaul, who belonged to a small, 
proud Kashmiri Brahman community in the Vale of Kashmir, 
moved to Delhi, where he became a petty official at the court of 
the Mogul Emperor Farrukh Siyar, who thereupon settled on 
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Raj Kaul a small estate in Delhi situated by the side of a nahar 
(Urdu for ‘canal’). Raj Kaul and his descendants became known 
as KauhNahars, and in time ‘Kaul’ was dropped and ‘Nahar’ 
was corrupted to ‘Nehru’. The family was relatively obscure until , 
the time of Motilal Nehru, who was born in i86i, in Allahabad, 
where the Nehrus had settled. In due course, Motilal became one 
of the most successful barristers in Allahabad. His only son, 
lawaharlal, was born in 1889 (there were also two daughters), j 

and, as was customary for the sons of rich Indians, was sent to | 

England for his education. Jawaharlal studied at Harrow, at f 

Cambridge, and at the Inner Temple, and then returned to India j 

and settled down in his father’s house in Allahabad to practise ^ 

law He married a tall, slim Kashmiri Brahman girl, Kamala, f 

and their only child, Indira Priyadarshini, was born in 1917. Soon [ 

after the child’s birth, it was discovered that heiMiiother had | 

tuberculosis; Kamala died of the disease when Indira was nine- I 

teen. Indira, herself a frail child, was brought up in a house that [ 

became a centre of political activity in the early twentic,s, when 
both her father and her grandfather were prominent figures in 
the movement for independence. Indira’s formal education was 
frequently interrupted - her father was in and out of jail - and 
she never completed her university education; she attended Ox¬ 
ford for a short period, and there met a childhood friend, the late . 
Feroze Gandhi (no relation to Mohandas K. Gandhi), who at the 
time was a student at the London School of Economics. They 
were married in 1942 - despite some resistance by her family, 
because he was neither a Brahman nor a Hindu nor a Kashmiri 
but a Parsi. She had two sons by Feroze Gandhi - Rajiv, born in 
1944, and Sanjay, born in 1946 - but after some years she and her 
husband lived, for the most part, separately. She resided with her . 
father in the Prime Minister’s house in New Delhi, where she 
served as his hostess and confidante, entertaining diplomats and 
political dignitaries. She also undertook missions abroad, and, for 
a time, directed the affairs of the Congress Party, 

Today, I go to call on Mrs Gandhi. On the way, I pass the 
house where she lived with her father, which has been turned into 
the Nehru Museum, tier present official residence, which is 
opposite the tennis courts of the Delhi Gymkhana Club, is very 
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much like other New Delhi colonial houses, except that a tent is 
pitched outside the gate for security guards, and inside the gate, 
in the garden, there is a red, blue, and yellow shamiana under 
which are arranged a table and matching chairs. As I am crossing 
the driveway, Mrs Gandhi arrives in a chauffeur-driven white 
Imfiala, preceded by a guard on a motorcycle and trailed by half a 
dozen government officers in a large, rather old-looking black 
sedan. She gets out of the car, followed closely by a courtly, 
elegant gentleman, and comes over and greets me. She is a tall, 
handsome woman with a confident, intelligent face, and she is 
wearing a white homespun cotton sari with cinnamon-coloured 
edging and a necklace of brown wooden beads. She introduces 
the elegant genileman as Feliks Topolski, remarking that he is 
her house-guest and also that he is the artist whose large mural of 
the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II is on view in Buckingham 
Palace, She leads the way to the veranda and into the house - 
first into a room that is like a typical middle-class Indian drawing 
room, except that it contains a television set, and then into her 
own parlour, which is simple, cool, restful, and, by Indian 
standards, modern. The dominant colour in the room is blue. 
There are many books and pictures around, including a portrait 
of her father, 

Mrs Gandhi sits down on a sofa, holding herself very straight. 
Topolski picks uj) a drawing pad and a crayon from a table, takes 
a chair opposite her, and begins sketching, his crayon scratching 
rapidly across the drawing pad. 

‘I am living here only temporarily,’ Mrs Gandhi tells me. ‘The 
Prime Minister has to do a lot of office work, meet a lot of people, 
and do a lot of entertaining. There’s plenty of space for the office 
work here, but there just isn’t enough space for all the other 
things I have to do. I’d like to move, but it’s such a bother, I sup¬ 
pose one day I may move back into the house where my father 
lived as Prime Minister, It should have been kept as an official 
residence for the Prime Minister. It would have been, except for 
Shasiri, Because of his reverence for my father’s memory, when 
he succeeded my father he didn’t want to move into my father’s 
house. At the time, he was living in a government house - the 
house of a Minister Without Portfolio. He solved his space prob- 
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lem by expanding into the government hou.w next door, which 
happened to be available. This particular house is the one I had 
as Minister of Information and Broadcasting. When I became 
Prime Minister, I stayed on here because I didn’t know what else 

to do.’ . , 

When Mrs Gandhi became Prime Minister, Nchra s younp 
sister, Viiaya Lakshmi Pandit, touched off a eontroverqi m the 
press by raising doubts as to whether her niece s health would 
itand up under the pressure oi the office. I ask Mrs Gandh, aliout 

her health now. ,i ul. i 

‘In India, food is a mea.sure of one’s wealth mid health, she 

replies, 'Here, if you don't look well fed, people think you arc ill. 
A little while .ago, I put on some extra weight, .and, 
effort, I lo.st it again. Everyone said, “Indu, you look ill. What s 
the matter?” I am very fit. 1 keep fit by holding to a daily routine. 
The first thing in the morning, at five o’clock, I do my yog.a 
■xerciscs for fifteen or twenty minutes. Not tiio.se contortions o 
. ■—f-» n-.,i period 


exercises mr imtui w ... - - 

the body that require holding certain positions for a fixed period 
of time -1 don’t have the patience for that kind of thing » but, my 
h..,.. • /nf tla/» onyipni vovii cxerciso.s, I licciii 


)wn forty-eight versions of the ancient yoga cxt;rcisos, I begin 
isdth the exercise for the forehead, then the eyes, then the nose- 
ill the way down to the toes. Even .so, I don t have the patience 
:o do all forty-eight every day.’ 

I ask her about her schedule for the rest of the day. 

‘After the exercises, I like to do the llnwens for the house, 
■hough I’ve been able to do them less and less often since I became 
Prime Minister,’,she .says. ‘After that, I look through the news¬ 
papers, and then work at the desk in my bedroom for an hour or 
so, depending on how many urgent telegrams have arrived in the 
night. Then I do my ablutions and have my hreakf.ast. Around 
seven, I look at my urgent correspondence, and at seven-thirty or 
eight I begin receiving callers. I finish with them by nine or nine- 
thirty and leave flic house. I .spend the rest of the d.ay in Parlia¬ 
ment, if it is in .se.ssion, or, if it is not in se.ssioii, I stay in my office 
in the Parliament building or attend meetings or functions, .and 
then I come home for a late lunch and an afternoon nap.’ ^ 

Topolski now moves to her left and asks her to look in his 
direction. 
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'I think I am ton deep a person to he .sentimental about holding 
this office,’ ,shc says, gazing past Topolski’s head at a vase of sweet 
peas and ja.sminc. ‘I don’t think public office is anything to be 
scniimental aliout. I'or me the Prime Miiii.stcrship is just another 
job. 1 liave always lived in the public eye, Even when I was a 
student in England, I was treated as if I were somebody, and in 
India I have liccn somebody all my life. But I wouldn’t want you 
to ihink that I come from a courtly tradition, becau.se our family 
ha.s always been closely hound up with the life of the people, and 
I have been friends with people from all walks of life .since I was 
a child, just tliis morning, I received a group from a polytechnic 
college and talked agriculture with them. Later on, one of them, 
a girl of about nineteen, knelt at my feet.’ She adds, as an after¬ 
thought, 'fiLst overcome with respect, I suppose.’ 

I ask her if press reports were true when they said that Nehru 
wanred her to .succeed him as Prime Minister and that she could 
asily have done so. 

1 was nuiiihed by my father’s death, and at the time I didn’t 
want to think about holding any office,’ .she says. ‘But I thought 
if I helped Shasiri to become Prime Minister, then, when he got 
the office, he would consult with me, and in that way I would 
.still have some influence on the fi.itiirc of our country. Shastri 
insi.sted ih.it he needed to have me in his Cabinet, so I con- 
seiited to become Minister of Information and Broadcasting. I 
did m.iny tilings for Shastri, hut once he got liim.self e,stablished 
as Prime Minister he didn’t consult me on any of the major 
issues.' 

I ask her opinion of Sha.siri as Prime Minister, 

‘Basically, he ju.st didn’t have a modern mind,’ she .says. ‘Pie 
w.as an orthodox liinclu and full of superstitions, You can’t lead 
the country out of poverty with superstition. You need a modern, 
scientific outlook for that. The orthodox say that we Indians are 
rich in our cuiiiiral heritage, Nowadays that just won’t do - you 
must have a modern mind. But Shastri’s dead, and it serves no 
purpose to dwell on our differences.’ 

I ask her about one of the criticisms commonly made of her 
leadership - tliat tlierc is not much difference between her 
policic-s and those of Shastri, since, for one thing, most of the 
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politicians who served in Shastri’s government are now serving 

“'As much as you might waut to, you can't change Mituste, 
because they represent strong power blocs,’ she .says, with a sigh. 
‘But I try to be my own mistress as much as I can, rely on 
several advisers outside the government, though I try to play no 
favourites. Each of these advisers can brief me on a particular 

angle of a problem. I have to see all the angles. 

According to press reports, the Congress I arty cho,sc Mrs 
Gandhi as Prime Minister over other contenders for the office 
because she had received the support of Atulya Ghosh, S. K. 
Path, and Sanjiva Reddy. I ask her whether she had had to battle 

for the support of the triumvirate. , . , , , 

‘Quite honestly, I was the only natural choice for the job, she 
says. 'I got elected because of my public standing. Even while 
my father was alive, I was the only Indian who could draw 
crowds as large as his, both in the north and in the south. 

Topolski hovers around her, studying her nose. _ 

I ask her about some of her recent pronouncements in which 
certain politicians saw a rejection of the Socialist principles of her 

father. . . , t i u 

‘Sometimes I get carried away when I’m giving speeches, she 
says. ‘But, quite honestly, could anyone know my father’s prim 
ciples and policies better than I do? I first startetl going with him 
to sessions of the Congress Party when I was two, and dirotigh- 
out his years as Prime Minister I was his closest as.sociatc. The 
reason many of these politicians take exception to my statements 
is that some of them speak from the left and some from the right. 
Take defence. When there is a threat to the integrity of die 
territory of your country, you can’t just sit still. In fact, there is a 
relationship between political influence and military^power. Yet 
if I accept military aid or other forms of economic aid from 
America, I am attacked by the left for leaning to the right. If I 
accept aid from the Soviet Union, I am attacked by the right for 
leaning to the left. It is true that the minute you are indebicd to 
someone he will try to put pressure on you. But there is no doubt 
that if we had not accepted wheat and other foodsiiifls from 
America since Independence there would have been real famine. 
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En't it silly to worry about entanglements and pres.sures when 
you are faced with such fundamental things? ’ 

Topolski moves and sketches her from a three-quarters angle, 
‘Sometime.s I feel there are no solutions to the huge problems 
our country faces,’ .she goes on. ‘A solution to a problem only 
seems to create more problems. I am not afraid to say that the 
Congress Party has become moribund. It has scarcely a single 
leader with a modern mind. When I was president of the Con¬ 
gress Party - in 1959 -1 introduced a scheme for revitalizing it, 
My idea was to train a cadre of worker,s who would then function 
as a political iflite and direct the affairs of the party at the state 
and national levels. These party workers were to be trained in the 
particular problems of their regions and to brush up on their 
knowledge of our goals and policies. The party had to be rebuilt 
from the grass roots up, and I felt that training a new elite was 
the way to do it, The scheme was launched in the south, and by 
the time I left the presidency we had trained a cadre of a hundred. 
But the party pre.sidcnt who followed me thought it was a waste 
of time, and killed the whole scheme with a mere stroke of the 
pen, So our party workers remain as backward and ignorant as 
ever. They don’t know how the voters in their di.stricts feel on 
even one issue. Plow often have I been told by a party worker in 
a district, “Don’t discuss this, don’t discuss that - it’s too contro¬ 
versial, The people here won’t like it.’’ When I go ahead and say 
what I like anyway, I often discover that people will change their 
minds if I give them the right information. The trouble is that 
Congress has never succeeded in evolving into a modern political 
party. Sometimes I feel that even our parliamentary system is 
moribund. Everything is debated and debated and nothing gets 
done. Everything that can be exploited for political purposes is 
exploited. On top of all this, the inertia of our civil service is in¬ 
credible. In the civil service, everyone gets promoted according 
to .seniority, so you may get a very good young man but he has 
to wait twenty or thirty years to acquire the influence to do 
anything significant, and by that time he’s probably so worn 
down by the bureaucracy, and his ideas are probably so out of 
date, that he’s dead wood - we have a system of dead wood re¬ 
placing dead wood. You can’t change this system of promo- 
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tioii, because everything in a civil servant’s life is based on it - | 

the size of his salary, the size of his office, the size of the acmni- { 

modations provided by the government, the quality of his child- ; 
ren’s education. It’s difficult to take such things aw.ay once 
someone has got used to having them, Sometimes I wish we had 
had a real revolution - like France or Russia -- at the lime of 
Independence.’ 

I 

As Mrs Gandhi said, Congress - which was founded in 1885 1 
as a nebulous national congress for discussing Indian problems, 
and which became the main force behind the movement for in- ^ 
dependence - has never succeeded in transforming itself into a | 
national political party with a coherent national progamme; 
almost from its very beginning, it has represented a conglomera¬ 
tion of interest groups and a diversity of political ideologies. At 
present, one of its bitterest critics is Chakravarti Rajagopala- 
charya - India’s greatest living elder statesman - who joined 
the Congress Party in 1906. He was a close associate of Gandhi 
and Nehru, and in independent India he served first as the 
Governor-General of India (this office was abolished in 1950, 
when India became a republic.) and later as Chief Minister of 
his native state of Madras. In the middle fifties, however, he 
left the Congress Party, charging that it was flestroyirig the 
country with a new form of tyranny - that through the central 
planning of Socialism it was building up a cln.ss of people who 
were dependent on the party and .supported it nut of self-inleresl, 
and who therefore threatened the .survival of Indian demo¬ 
cracy. In 1959, with the backing of conservative business in- 
tcre.sts, he founded the Swatantra (‘freedom’) Parly, which 
advocates a free-enterprise system with minimal government 
interference in the economy, Although Congress has always been 
the governing party and is still the only parly with significant 
.strength in every state, in recent years the Swatantra Party, the 
Cximmunist Party, and some smaller opposition parties have put 
aside their ideological differences and together fought Congress . 
in elections, dislodging Congress from power and forming 
united-front governments, 

Today, I am in Madras, a city that serves officially as the , 


capital of the stare of Madras and unofficially as capital of all d 
south India, to meet Rajagopalacharya * or Rajaji, as he is 
popularly known. I call on Rajaji in a little cottage he uses for an 
office on the property of T. Sadasivam, whose thirty-two-page 
weekly, ^mrajja (another word for ‘freedom’), is regarded as 
Rajaii's rnmithpicce. The eottagi; has brick walls painted cream 
and a .slojdng bamlwo roof, and look.s new and fresh, and ^ 
does the room in which Rajaji receives me. On the floor is 
light straw matting; there are a few wicker chairs, painted 
green, with cushions on them, and a divan bed with a pale- 
green and white clicnillc bedspread, A painting of Gandhi 
hangs on one wall and a sketch of him on another. Rajaji, who 
is eighty-eight year.s old, is sitting in a wicker chair, He is a 
slight, frail man, with a little thin white hair on the sides and 
back of his head. He has on glasses with pale tortoise-shell 
frames, file is wearing a white homespun tunic with buttons 
down tbe front. The tunic is open and reveals a V-necked 
homespun shirt, also with biitton.s down the front, and a white 
homespun d/joff. On his feet arc .sandals. 

‘I am not so good in my ears,’ he tells me, ‘And my eyes are 
also had - I had catanacts and I still have severe myopia.’ He 
removes his tortoise-shell glasses and substitutes for these a 
larger [lair, rimmed in black, which make his thin face I(»k all 
glasses. 'My sense of smell is good and my sense of touch is very 
good. Rut my digestion is very bad.' I am an old man, and some¬ 
times my health is not good, but I am a happy man. According 
to my own lights, my mind is good, but the Congress govern¬ 
ment' in power in Delhi docs not seem to think I am very cleart 
hc.aded. All my life, I have been engrossed in some kind of 
work. I have never required the usual tonic of recreation. Most 
of my work now is for Every week, there is the front¬ 

page article to write, and my personal notes to the reader * the 
"Dear Rcaticr” column - and sometimes there are other opinions 
and observations I want to write down for Smrajyd readers, 
and so I contribute a third article. Swamjyah^ a circulation of 
between fifteen and eighteen thousand, but it deserves to have 
a circulation of a hundred and fifty thousand. I have been writ¬ 
ing for a long time, mostly in Tamil I have written books, 
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articles, stories, and fables, But on the whole I am not a man of 
letters - that you may take as a correct statement. I have written 
mostly for specific causes I was working for - propaganda for 
the abolition of untouchability, for instance. But when I lercad 
my own writing, I like it.’ 

He goes on to tell me a little bit about him.self. 1 came from a 
very poor Brahman family. We were fairly orthodox, but not 
too orthodox. My father had a little bit of land and was a 
revenue collector in the village. He earned five rupees a month. 
I vividly remember rupees being counted and placed in heaps. In 
those day,s, it was all good silver rupees - now it is only paper, 
My father was not educated, but he believed in educating his 
children. He made my elder brother sit for his matriculation 
examination twelve times, and my elder brother failed twelve 
times, My next-oldest brother passed his matriculation on his 
seventh or eighth attack. My brothers were educational flops, but 
I got my B.A. and LL.B. with flying colours. I was married 
when I was about to sit for ray LL.B. examination. In time, my 
wife and I had five children - three sons, two daughters. I was 
left a widower when the children were young, and bringing 
them up was quite difficult, especially because I was in the eco¬ 
nomic limbo of the non-co-operation movement. One of my 
daughters married one of Gandhi’s sons, even though in tho.se 
days mixed-caste marriages were unknown here. My other 
daughter lost her husband at quite an early age. One of my sons 
died. Another, who works on a newspaper here, is now very ill. 
My third son, who never got married, sits in Parliament in 
Delhi. He’s in Congress. He refuses to join the Swatantra 
Party.’ 

I ask Rajaji what he thinks of Mrs Gandhi. 

‘Mrs Gandhi has come into the picture because she is the 
daughter of Nehru,’ he says. ‘Like most women, she makes 
quick decisions, but she does not know the machinery of govern¬ 
ment. I don’t wish her bad luck, but the capacity for keeping a 
large government under control cannot be assumed in her case.’ 

I ask him about his relationship with the Congress Party 
over the years. 

‘I began to take an interest in politics in 1901 or 1902, as soon 


{ 

1 
i 

I 

I js I quttlified as a lawyer. When I became a Congress man, 

I vvere two main ideological positions in Congress. The 
I pKlcrates were for dominion status under the British, the radi¬ 
cals for complete iiidepimdence, 1 joined the radicals. In 1907, the 
Congress ranks sjilit - the moderates broke with the radicals and 
seized positions of control in the movement. We radicals re¬ 
mained in the wilderness until 191(5, when the two groups 
reached a compromist;. In 1919, Gandhiji came into Congress, 
and after tltat I was a Congress man heart and soul. We in Con¬ 
gress had only one aim - to win freedom by non-co-operation, In 
I 1945, the British Parliament passed the Government of India 
i Act, which gave us dominion status. Then followed a long 
I period of suspension of the noncooperation movement. In 1939, 
when World War 11 broke out, Congress opposed the war; we 
couldn’t get the British to agree to give us independence after 

the war, and so we didn’t want to help them fight the war - 

though later we supported the war effort.’ 

I ask about his break with the Congress Party. 

'Like Barry Goldwater, I believe that Socialism kills indi¬ 
vidual effort, and that without individual effort there can be no 
progress,’ he says. 'India has so many good, clever businessmen, 
and it is businessmen who are responsible for progress every¬ 
where. The pace of what industrialixation there has been under 
Congress has been too hasty, and it has been achieved by inflict- 
i ing on India a crippling national debt and crippling taxation. 

! This policy has Ixtn almost fatal for the country. But there is 

still hope for progress, if our five hundred million people will 
make up their minds to work, The rich would get richer, but the 
poor would get richer, too.’ 


Village: 'Revolution in the Heart mi Revolution in the World’ 

Gandhi often discussed with his disciples his dream of a new 
social order, which he hoped the Indian government would 
adopt once India was free, and which he bdieved would eventu¬ 
ally supplant other social orders - capitalism, Socialism, Com- 
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munism - throughout the world. Tlic new order wa.s to 
be based entirely on the prlneiplcs of love, brotherhood, and 
nonviolence, and was to be free of the evils ofexploitation, 
coercive government, and a centralized economy. The new order 
would liberate the five hundred thousand Indian villages frorrj 
the opposition of poverty, ignorance, and the eastc system, .and 
provide a moral alternative to revolutionary violence He called 
this new order samdaya (Hindi for ‘uplift of all . Under san 
vodm each village w.as to govern itself and to have its own 
selfiifficient, nondndastrial economy, its familie.s either buy¬ 
ing necessities from co-operatives or manufacturing them at 
home. Gandhi’s celebrated spinning wheel, or charkha, on 
which a family could spin its own yam for cloth, became a 

popular symbol of njrwsfityit. 

In 1051, four years after India’s independence and three years 
afar Gffidhi’s death, Acharya Vintiba Bhavc (Wfory.’, aa 
honorific title, is another word fora Maharashirim 
Brahman, then fiftv-sti, who was one of Gandhi s earliest dis¬ 
ciples, discovered what he thouRht w.is a wav of attaining m- 
vodm, In that year, he travelled from Wardha, a small town 
in Maharashtra, where he was living in Sevagram 
founded by Gandhi), to a district in south India called Tdcn- 
gana, to preach the message of nonviolence to villagers there 
who were helping Indian Communists wage guerrilla warfare. 
One evening, Vinoba, as he Is generally known,^ was conduct- 
ing a meeting in the village of Pochcmpelli, in Tclcngana. 
According to one of many now legendary versions of what 
happened there, while he was .sitting on a dais with a few land- 
ownens, and the many landless poor, mo.st of them untouch¬ 
ables, were sitting on the floor below, an old man stood up and 
asked how impoverished untouchables like him could ever hope 
to get land if not by violence. Vinoba a.skcd the old man how 
much land he thought the untouchables of Pnchempclli needed. 
After con,suiting the other untouchables, the old man said eighty 
acres. Vinoba turned to the landowners, each of whom owned 
hundreds of acres of land, and asked, ‘Do you think all that 
land is yoursf Is it not God’s creation? Have not the children of 
God an equal share in it?’ (Gandhi’s term for untouchables was 


‘Hariian.s', or ‘children of God'.) To his surprise, one landowner 
stood up .and announced that he would donate a hundred acres 
to the poor people of the villigc. Vinoba believed that this 
spontaneous act of charity had revealed to him the way to attain 
samdnyn - through voluntary land reform. For the next thir¬ 
teen years, Vinoba journeyed throughout the country, walking 
eight or ten miles a day, from village to village, and urging 
landowners to share their land with the poor. Each morning, 
while it was still dark, he would set out, with a storm lantern in 
hand, followed by a crowd of men, women, and children. Some 
of them were samdaya volunteers who had pledged their lives 
to the movement, and others were villagers who had dropped 
whatever they were doing to walk for a time - from a few hours 
to a few weeks - with Vinoba. msarvodaya workers marched 
with all their worldly posses,sions, which usually amounted to 
just a bundle of clothes and a spinning wheel, and they rested 
and took food and shelter in the villages along the way. toe of 
the villagers brought their entire familie,s, young and old, and 
carried their provi.sions with them. Villagers smodayn 
volunteers would sing hymns while marching, and then, as they 
entered the town or village where they expected to put up. they 

would chant such slogans as! 


'In nur village, without land 
No one shall be, no one .shall te. 

In our village, poor and needy 
No one .shall be, no one shtill be. 

Victory to India! Victory to Gandhil Victory to Vinoba I 


Along the way, Vinoba would stop and address meetings, 

,nd dm is Hindi for ‘gift’), as the 

von four million acres for smodayci, it was found tha much ot 

his land was barren or rocky or m such o/J'i 

:ould not be cultivated. In any case, m 1965 he 

kn, and turned his full energies 

novement already under way, called 

. Bn villairersV Under mmadm » to intention a legalist 
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contrivance but in practice another visionary scheme - land- 
owners in each village were asked to transfer the title to all 
holdings to a village assembly, which was to repa'sent all the 
families in the village and was to manage the affairs of the vil¬ 
lage in the interests of all One twentieth of this land was to be 
distributed by the village assembly among the landless poor. 
The rest of the land was actually to remain in the possession 
of the landowners in perpetuity, for their private use, but the 
landowners were to contribute at least one fortieth of the pro 
duce from this land to the village, and were not allowed to sell 
or mortgage their land without the consent of the village 
assembly. The landless villagers - the cultivators, the traders, 
and the workers - were, for their part, to contribute at least 
one thirtieth of their earnings in labour, cash, or kind to the vil¬ 
lage. The theory behind gimadun was that land reform was to 
be brought about by voluntary action, for it was hoped that once 
the principle of sharing was acceptetl, the landowners would 
see the wisdom of collective ownership and would distribute all 
their land equally among the villagers through die village 
as.sembly. As the campaign got under way, the [irinciple of shar¬ 
ing land was extended to include sharing skills and services, and 
the ideological vocabulary of gmmiulm was enlarged to include 
terms like jivandan (‘gift of life service’), mihundan^ (gift of 
tools’), smputtidan (‘gift of wealth’), buddhidiui (gift of in¬ 
telligence’), shrmdan (‘gift of social service’), aiul prmdun 
(‘gift of love’), and the movement became associated with or 
gave rise to several institutions, like Shanti Sena (the Peace 
Army), Sarva Seva Sangh (the Service of All Society), and the 
Gandhi Ashram, the largest homespun-cloth and village-indus¬ 
tries organization. Vinoba chose the extremely poor, castc- 
ridden, overpopulated, backward state of Bihar as the first battle¬ 
field for his revolution, and issued a [)ronouncement to the 
nation calling for Gramadan-Toofan (^toojun* is Hindi for 
‘storm’): 
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people - masters, wealthy persons, labourers - together decide and 
change the management of their village. The village land should pro¬ 
vide food for every villager) charl^ka would provide cloth for every¬ 
one, Tlie ciders would resolve conflicts and the youth would defend 
the village. Neither police nor courts, neither coercion nor force. 
Everything to be done with brothcrliness, This is possible, and what 
other way have wef 


The followers of Gandhi and Vinoba began dreaming of a 
day when there would be enough gramadun village-assembly 
representatives in a state legislature to take control of it and so 
bring about pnddidun ('gift of state’) and in due course enough 
pmleshdat} state representatives in Parliament to take control 
of it and so bring about desltdan ('gift of country’), 

Vinoba, who is in his seventies, has now mostly discontinued 
his walks and his public appearances. The major part of his 
work has been taken up by Jayaprakash Narayan, one of 
Vinoba's earliest adherents. The ideas of Vinoba and Narayan 
have often been derided by political commentators, politicians, 
and govcriinient officers as ‘impractical’, ‘unrealistic’, and 
‘utopian. Narayan’s reply has always been, ‘There are only two 
ways - Vinoba’s and Mao Tse-tung’s.’ 

Jayaprakash Naravan has his home in Barburbani, a con¬ 
stituent hamlet of the village of Kodar-ha Naubarar, in the 
Ballia district, which lies between the Ganga and the Gogra 
Rivers in Uttar Pradesh. The villagers in this region are culti¬ 
vator,s; although they may be served by a railway line, their 
commonest means of transport is a bullock cart or an elephant. 
At present, Baburbaiii has five hundred inhabitants, or fifty-five 
families, who live in forty mud huts, who together own twenty- 
six .spinning wheels, and who have three small pu\\ci public 
building.s - a temple, a veterinary .station, and a meeting place 
called Gandhi Bhavan (Gandhi House). Baburbani has about a 
hundred aertss of arable land, all of which was originally owned 
in et|ual shares by the only two living members of Narayan’s 
family - Jayaprakash and his brother, Rajesbwar Prasad, In 
1954, Rajeshwar Prasad, who wa,s settled in a business in Bom¬ 
bay, sold his share to other landowners, and Jayaprakash Nara- 



Gramadan-Toofan is a movement for the liberation of the village. 
In this we have no conflict with anybody nor do we have to wait for 
government legislation. Just one day, as soon as possible, al! the village 
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yan gave more than half of his share, to landless village 
cultivators at a smoiap meki which he had organized for the 
purpose of hhudcin, (Almost all the rest of the land is still in his 
possession and is farmed by hired cultivators.) Since then, 
Baburbani has held a sartiodafa mek every year to redcdicate 
itself to the principles of the movement. This year’s mmiaya 
mek has special significance: Baburbani has decided to adopt 
grmdm, 

Narayan and his wife, Prabhavati, are going to the village to 
attend the wefe, and the day before the mek I fly with them, 
in the early afternoon, from Delhi, where he has been lecturing 
on samdayciylo Patna, the capital of Bihar, on the first leg of 
the complicated journey to Baburbani, for which careful 
arrangements have been made. J. P., as Narayan is affectionately 
called, is about six feet tall, with a strong, square face, thought¬ 
ful grey eyes, and a shy smile. He is sixty-four, and in appear¬ 
ance he has aged considerably since I first met him, eight or 
nine years ago. His gestures have become slow and deliberate, 
his speech quiet and unassertive, and he has the simple manner 
of an ascetic. He is dre.ssed in a spotless homespun dhoti and 
{uriOi and, in the plane, sits passively under the watchful 
maternal eye of Prabhav'ati Bahcn (sarmkya workers often 
drop their surnames and instead address one another as 'bhd 
and ‘bahen\ or ‘brother’ and ‘sister’). Prabhavati Bahcn wears 
a plain white homespun sari, the free end of which she uses 
occasionally to blot her forehead. She is silent and looks scrioms. 
Once or twice, J. P. tries to doze, his long legs .stretched out 
before him, his long hands resting on his knees, but the flight 
is very bumpy and he is jolted awake. 

At Patna, a jeep and a driver are waiting for us, and we drive 
due west on a dusty road for about forty miles to Arrah, a small 
rural town with a marketplace and a few grain shops. We get 
out of the jeep, stop at a tea stall and are served strong tea in 
earthenware cups, and proceed on foot along an oozy mud 
track to the bank of the Ganga, where a boat and a boatman arc 
waiting for us. Wc get into the boat and move into the current. 
It is twilight now, and a gentle breeze is rising from the river. 
There is only the sound of the oars dipping in the water and the 


loud throb of crickets on the banks. It takes us about a quarter 
of an hour to cross the Ganga, and we reach the opposite bank 
in the dark. Here a bullock cart and a couple of villagers arc 
waiting. We climb into the bullock cart and start out across dark 
unploughed fields, an old man walking ahead of us with a staff 
in one hand and a lighted lantern in the other, to show the bul¬ 
locks the way. The wheels of the bullock cart are loose on the 
axlc.s, and the bullocks constantly stumble, so the cart sways and 
rocks with a sickening slowness. It takes us an hour and a half 
to cover the three miles to Baburbani. After passing a row of 
lightle.ss huts, we reach a small, square, thatch-roofed mud 
house, which shows up reddish-yellow in the glow of hurri¬ 
cane lamps that arc hanging on the outer walls over a terrace; it 
i.s J. P.’s house, which he occasionally uses as a retreat when he 
i.s not travelling through the country for the cause oisamdaya. 
A number of people are waiting outside the hou,se to greet J. P. 
and Prabhavati Bahen. In addition to a caretaker, they include 
a party of men who have arrived in advance to make arrange¬ 
ments for the 7 nela i a couple of servants; a stenographer; Dhiren- 
dra Majumdar, chairman of the Sarva Seva Sangh; Kapil Bhai, a 
leader of the Gandhi Ashram; and several oiha: samdayn 
leaders. 

Wc all go inside. The hou.se Is built around an open packed- 
earth courtyard lined by a veranda, off which are simple white¬ 
washed cubicles with packed-earth floors, The cubicles contain 
plain, bench-like cots, kerosene lamps, and earthenware pitchers. 
We all sit down on straw mats spread out on the veranda floor 
near the kitchen, and Prabhavati Bahcn and the servants pass up 
brass plates heaped with lentils, green vegetables, potatoes, 
ebapat ties dripping with and guavas. 

It is the day of th samdaya mek, ‘The village is full of 
.sparrows,’ J. P. say.s, washing his hands and face and drying 
them with a towel from an old-fashioned washstand, which is 
next to a drum of water at one end of the veranda. ‘They’ve 
been coming and pecking at their reflections in that mirror for 
yeans,’ he goes on, looking at a very dirty mirror on the wash- 
stand. ‘They've got so used to pecking there that even when 
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I put some newspaper over the mirror, they go right on pecking 
at the same place.’ 

Outside J. P.’s house, a crowd of villagers from Baburbani 
and neighbouring hamlets and villages has gathered. J. P. goes 
out, and they immediately surround him, pleading for food, 
medicine, jobs. J.P. tries to talk to each one individually. 

‘I have nothing to eat,’ one of the villagers says. ‘My family 
has nothing to eat. I can’t find work.’ 

‘Do you have any relatives who can help you?’ J. P. asks him 
over the hubbub. 

‘No, none,’ he says. 

‘Where are you from?’ J. P. asks. 

‘Sitabdiara,’ he says. 

‘What is your name?’ J. P. asks. 

‘Ram Lai,’ he says. 

‘If I hear of anything. I’ll be thinking of you,’ J, P. says. 

J. P, starts walking away from the house. The villagers fol¬ 
low him, still pleading. ‘Wherever you go in India, there is 
always a crowd of suppliants,’ |. P. says to me. 

We arc walking along a mud lane. On one side are the mud 
huts of Baburbani; on the other side are an orchard of apple, 
guava, and mango trees, anti a small chicken coop with a flock 
of white leghorns. Ahead are the temple - a brick and cement 
structure, bare except for a lingam and a statue of Shiva - and 
then a large bamboo shed in which rows of straw pallets have 
been put down for the surmhiyii volunteers. Acro.ss from this 
is Gandhi Bhavan, its door open and a shmuimi set up across 
its front for the mh. Inside Gandhi Bhavan, which consists of 
one large hall and four small rooms, about twenty sarmliiya 
volunteers, dressed in homespun dhotis and {wliis, are seated 
on a mat on the floor. We enter, and the villagers following 
J. P. sit down wherever they can find a place - inside the hall or 
under the shmimi. There is no furnituri; of any kind, but 
pasted all over the walls are quotations in Hindi, from, among 
others, J. P,, Dhireiulra Majumdar, Vinoba, Gandhi, Buddha, 
Confucius, Jesus, Mohammed, Marx, Shaw and Norman 
Thomas, extolling, variously, self-reliance, work, village in¬ 
dustry, and the spinning wheel, and invoking God, the Ganga, 
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and the President of Iik a. (“‘If rich people are unwilling to 
give us voluntarily their vcalth and the power arising out of 
that wealth so that we ray use it in everybody’s interests in 
co-operation, it is definite that our country will have bloody and 
viokait revolution." - Mah.-’tma Gandhi.’) 

J. P. takes a seat among the other leaders at the far end of the 
hall, facing the gathering. Each smodaya volunteer rises in 
turn, gives his name and his village, and talks about the pro¬ 
gress be has made in enlisting villagers in gmmadm, 

‘I and two of my companion samdoya volmtms arrived in a 
village,’ a large, round man is saying, in Hindi. ‘At the first hut 
where we .stopped, the cultivator who lived there asked us what 
we wanted. Wt: tried to explain the meaning of samdaya to him. 
He askeil, ‘‘What can I do about it?’’ I said, ‘‘We would like to 
stay with you and talk further.’’ He said, ‘‘This is my time to eat,’’ 

I said, ‘‘We know it is time to eat, because we, too, are hungry." 
He said, ‘‘My rice is getting cold." I repeated, ‘‘We arc hungry, 
too." He said, ‘‘Do you want to cat up my rice?" I said, ‘‘I 
wouldn’t have put it that way." Pic said, ‘‘I am going to eat. 
There is no rice for strangers here. There is not enough rice even 
for mychildren.” I explained to him om'samdaya practice of the 
touring parly dividing up and quartering singly, one to a hut 
‘Get on to what haiipened about j^ramadan\' Majumbar calls 
out. 

‘Did yfiu ever get any food ?’}. P, asks. 

‘I .said to the cultivator, ‘‘At least help us find some other 
villagers who will take us in." He said, “Why should I do that?" 

I .said, “Why not?" After a few hours of talking and searching 
about the village, we got fed, but no sooner had we finished 
our meal than the villagers turned us out.’ 

The reports from the samdaya volunteers continue for some 
tim(.“. Peo|)le in the audience keep shuflling and coughing, and 
now and again someone starts to snore. , , 

A man with an uncomprehending but reverent expression 
gets to his feet and makes his way to Acharya Ramamurti, a 
sari'odaya worker who is sitting next to J, P, and is presiding 
over the niceiing. Pie gives Ramamurti a stack of papers and. 
returns to his place on the floor, 
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Ramamurti, having informed ihc assemblage that iksc am 
formal documents offering Baburbani to the granwian move¬ 
ment and that one of them changes the name of the village from 
Baburbani to Jayaprakash Nagar (‘;«tgar’ means ‘town’), 
launches into a harangue. ‘What is written on these papers,? 
What for these signature.s? What is this p-madanV he asks. 
‘It is liberation of the heart. Gandhiji said that the change in the 
life of the poorest and weakest man in the village is the measure 
of the economic development of the country. But if we measure 
our present development schemes with that yardstick, wc luve 
to admit that the poorest, weakest man is falling farther and 
farther behind and the richest, strongest man is pulling farther 
and farther ahead.’ Ramamurti tells about visiting a village in 
which the government, as part of a development .scheme, had 
recently built a motorable road. There he met a villager who 
wanted to dig up the road. The villager explained that since the 
construction of the road government officers had been bringing 
up a stream of dignitaries to the village to sec the road, and the 
villagers had been burdened with the problem of providing food 
for these visitors. ‘The villager’s logic was no road, no officers, 
no extra mouths to feed,’ Ramamurti continues. ‘Since ancestral 
times, the villagers had walked in the mud, amid thorns. They 
preferred it. What was the use of development? If they didn't 
want development, why should you think they would want 
samdap} One of the simplest demands of mrmdctp is that the 
people wear cloth made from yarn they spin themselves, yet 
many villagers would rather buy mill-made cloth than spin 
their own yarn. Today, in all the huts of Baburbani, is there 
one per,son who thinks about the village? Wc merely reside in 
the village. Our heart does not accept that this village is ours, 
that our sufferings are common.’ He discusses this theme at 
length and concludes, Though it is a pity, the higwigs in the 
country are busy with small, petty things. Therefore, brother,s 
and sisters, busy your.selvcs with the big task in your .small 
village.’ 

Now it is J. P.’s turn to talk. Like the speakers who have 
preceded him, he has no prepared text, no notes, and no .sense of 
time; his speech is in the tradition of Indian leaders who know 


that the people in their audiences have come not to study their 
words hut, to have a dmkna, He talks on for a couple of hours, 
tmicbing at random on many subjects, including population and 
war. ‘Allbough 1 ,im a supporter of family planning, Vinnbaji 
and I think thal the problem of the population explosion may 
have been cxaggcr.ated,' he .says at one point. ‘Vinnbaji .says, 
“Clod has designed us so we can take care of our.sclves. Every 
new baby means a now mouth and a new stomach to feed, but it 
also means iwo new hands and two new feet." But everywhere 
there is inflation and scarcity, Wc spend all our money on de¬ 
fence while our pt.'Ojtle are Iningry and go naked. If Pakistan 
and China warn to invade us, wc .should try to fight them not 
with tanks and mortars .and aeroplanes and bombs but with 
Gandhiji’s nvihods of cornplcie nonviolence and non-co-opera¬ 
tion. We .shnulfl he prejtarcd to suffer the consequences of our 
enemies’ violence until we shame them with their own evil-do¬ 
ing and they pull back,’ 

He fnally turns to fimmcidtin. 'Uj picture of the Indian vil¬ 
lage is thal it remained more or le.ss the same for hundreds of 
years, in s()i!e of India's .succc.ssion of conquerors,’ he say.s, ‘But 
when the Briii.sh came, thcjy cst.ihlishecl an all-powerful bureau¬ 
cracy. Its influence reached into every village. Everything was 
done for us by the govemmtait. The British taught us to think 
of the government as nioihcr and father, which wa.s a form of 
.slavery. Otir masters have deparled, but we continue to have 
the outlook of dependence. What wc still have in India is a 
form of statism, wiih everything impn.scd from above, rather 
than ii'ut: democratic .Socialism or grass-roots democracy, with 
everything done by the people themselves. Our.s is a rural 
country, and most of our people live in villages. Yet the country 
continues to he run from a few big cities. Vinnbaji and I feel 
that if our country is ever to be great again, every village must 
he encouraged to participate in the government. Our villagers 
must .stop thinking like children or .slaves. They must a,s,sume 
adult respniisibilitics. This is the point oi pmadaiuW-k goes 
on !o clarify some details of the ^mnadan system. 'Once your 
village eonsiitines It.sclf into the village a.ssembly, composed of 
an adult representative from each of your families, the village 
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assembly will manage all the affairs of the village, But no village 
can be accepted into the grmadm movement unless at least 
seventy-five per cent of its people agree to these conditions, We 
started the grumadan movement in Bihar. So far, several thou¬ 
sand villages in the state have joined the movement, but some of 
these are only constituent hamlets of villages, and in any case 
there are, all together, seventy-two thousand villages in Bihar. 
Yet we don’t have even a hundred full-time samdaya volun¬ 
teers in Bihar, and many of them won’t stay with the work. 
Critics of gramadan say that we’re doing nothing more than 
collecting a lot of empty pledges. But we say our revolution is 
not merely a matter of changing the legal relationtihip of the 
village to its land - it’s a matter of changing men’s hearts so 
that they begin to wonder why they have always done things in 
a certain way, and how things can be done better. Change must 
take place in the heart and mind and radiate outwards. This is 
what Gandhi] i meant by the double revolution - revolution in 
the heart and revolution in the world. The aims of gramadan 
could be accomplished by legislation and force. If we didn’t 
care about the cost in human terms, perhaps that might be the 
best way to do it. But we do care about the cost in human terms. 
The critics of gramadan say we’re impractical and utopian, and 
it is true that there are five or six hundred thousand villages in 
our country and it may take many, many years to enlist them 
all in gramadan’ J. P. finishes by saying, ‘But in the history of 
the world many years is not a long period,’ 

At the end of the meeting, everyone joins in singing a hymn 
celebrating grawfldflw. 

Jayaprakash Narayan was born in 1902 .n Sitabdiara, in the 
Chapra district of Bihar, near Baburbani. His father was a 
junior officer in the Irrigation Department, Jayaprakash went 
to school in his village and then, when he was seventeen, to the 
British government college in Patna, on a government scholar¬ 
ship, to study science. In his second year, he took part in a 
student non-co-operation movement and left college. Soon after 
that, he married Prabhavati Prasad, the daughter of a distin¬ 
guished lawyer who was one of the leaders of the Congress 
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movement in Bihar, In 1922, his father-in-law made arrange¬ 
ments for Prabhavati to live with Gandhi and his wife, Kas- 
turba, in Gandhi’s askam while Narayan, with financial help 
from his father and his father-in-law, went to the United States 
to continue his education. For seven years, he studied, off and 
on, at the state universities of California, Iowa, Wisconsin, and 
Ohio, supporting himself in whatever way he could - by wait¬ 
ing on table or picking fruit. While he was in the United States, 
he came under the influence of some fervent Communist 
students and became a Communist himself, and after receiving 
an M.A. in sociology from Ohio State University he returned 
to India. He did not, however, join the Communist Party of 
India, because on instructions from the Comintern it was keep¬ 
ing aloof from the movement for independence and he thought 
of himself as a nationalist. Instead, he joined, the Congress 
Party, becoming a close ally of Nehru and serving as the leader 
of its Socialist wing. In the thirties, partly in reaction against 
the Stalinist purges, he abandoned Communism for what he 
called Democratic Socialism, and began advocating a combina¬ 
tion of Marxist ideology and Western democracy. Like the other 
Congress leaders, he was frequently imprisoned. One of the 
main episodes in his political life occurred in 1942, when he 
escaped from a jail by climbing down the prison wall on a rope 
made of dhotis. Subsequently, he organized a band of saboteurs 
who derailed trains and cut telephone wires, and in time he 
acquired the reputation of a romantic revolutionary hero. After 
Independence, Narayan and some other Socialists left the Con¬ 
gress Party to found a separate Socialist party, but it was routed 
in elections and was eventually supplanted by several other 
Socialist parties. In 1952, in the course of a twenty-one-day fast 
that Narayan, undertoook for purposes of introspection and 
self-purification, he realized, according to a pamphlet he wrote 
entitled From Socialism to Sarvodaya, that ‘materialism as a 
philosophical outlook could not provide any basis for ethical con¬ 
duct’. Elaborating on this thought, he wrote in an essay entitled 
'Social and Human Reconstruction’ (his thoughts are diffused 
and repeated through a medley of speeches, pamphlets, and 
essays): 
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The individual asks... why he should he j;nnd, There is no Ood, 
no soril, no moraliiy, im life hereafter.., l ie is merely an orpanization 
of matter ,,. destined soon to dissolve into the infinite ocean of 
matter. He sees all around him evil succeed - corruption, profiteering, 
lying, deception, cruelty, power politics, violence. Me asks, naturally, 
why he slmtild he virtuous. Our social norms of today and the 
materialistic philosophy which rules the iiflairs of men answer hack: 
He need not. The cleverer he is, and the more gifted, the more 
courageously he practises the new amorality. 

Narayan now felt that the only hope of creating a^new moral 
order, In which men would work for one another's good, in 
which there would be no corruption nr exploitation, and in which 
the well-being of all would take precedence over the self-interest 
of individual.s, was to follow the path Gandhi had shown. In 
1954, therefore, he renounced party politics and .sorialism, and 
plunged into the new politics of what he called 'the khudan 
Ganga'. To quote From Somlisn to Smwhiya again, 'Sivvodaya 
also ha.s its politics. But it is politics of a different kind: politics 
of the people, as I have called it, as distinct from the politics of 
party and power... Rather, its aim will he to sec that all centres 
of power are abolished. The more this new politics grows, the 
more the old politics .shrinks. A real withering awav of the state 1 ’ 

One evening, as Narayan and I sit talking on the vemnda of 
his hou,se, I ask him to elaborate on his early life. 

‘My memory is not as good as it used to be,’ he says. 'I am get¬ 
ting on in years. Anyw’ay, I have always lived in the present and 
have never taken much interest in the past. I once picked up a 
Hindi biography of me that .someone had w'ritfen, and read the 
first few pages. They told about how I was horn between two 
sacred rivers, how holy I was - things like that. I .said to myself, 
"This is not a biography, it’s a hymn," and I put it down and 
never looked at it again.’ 

I bring up some criticisms that have been made of the rm'o* 
daya movement, particularly the point that the moral ideals of 
samdaya only cloud the real economic issue of land reform. 

‘Tliere will always be criticism of anyone who tries to do any 
good in the world or tries to teach human beings to be good and 
to work for one another’s good,’ J. P. says. He goes on, ‘For 
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many years, the government was investing mainly in big, showy 
indii.strial projects, like steel plants, but I think the money would 
have been better spent in teaching our people to solve .some of 
their own basic, ancient problems, One of the basic prohlcm.s in 
our country is that of the disposal of waste - rubbish and human 
excrement. Go to any nf our railway stations and you’ll find them 
befouled - the public latrines, the platforms, the tracks, some¬ 
times even the train compartments. Drive along any road when 
it’s dark, and the hcatlliuhts will pick out the forms of crouching 
people. Go into any village: the only people who have private 
latrines are the landowners; the other villagers dump all their 
waste outside their doors, ,so the lanes arc filthy, The villager,s will 
keep their own huts and yards clean, hut they have no concern 
ahoiit taking care of the public places. Our people have no com¬ 
munity sense,’ 

He oh.scrves that among the Hindus all work considered un¬ 
clean was traditionally performed by the untouchables. But now 
some of the untouchables, as a result of Gandhi’s crusade, were 
able to find other kinds of employment, and even Hindus who 
paid lip .service to Gandhi’s ideals continued to regard work like 
the disposal of waste matter as unclean, Standards of sanitation, 
therefore, were even lower than they had been in Gandhi’s life¬ 
time. Gandhi taught that each man should dispose of his own 
waste, and he practised this himself. He recommended that each 
villager should, for instance, bury his own excrement; he said it 
would require, at mo.st, the use of a spade, But Gandhi's teaching 
had little or no effect. In recent years, the government had begun 
small-scale experiment,s in the villages with a .scries of methods of 
waste dis[)nsal, .such as boring deep holes in the fields for the 
villagers to use, This method required only that each villager 
throw a little dirt into a hole after using it. But the villagers 
either failed to use the holes or, if they did u.sc them, did not take 
the trouble to throw in the dirt. Then the government tried a 
slightly more expensive method * .septic tanks, which had the 
advantage of requiring no more attention on the part of the vil¬ 
lagers than being cleaned every few years. But the villagers did 
not train themselves to use the .septic tanks, any more than they 
had trained thcm.selvcs to use the holes, 
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‘The irony is that human waste could be an important natural 
resource,’ J, P. says. 'It could be used not only as an organic 
fertilizer but also as fuel I myself have a well-known device that 
turns waste into fuel - I have it right in this house. Waste is 
deposited in it and the device is then sealed; the waste ferments 
and builds up a gas that can be burned in the device for cooking. 
All the food served at my house is cooked by my wife with that 
gas.’ 

Later, in the calm of the evening, when the only sounds in the 
village arc the sputtering of hurricane lamps and the occasional 
lowing of cows as they arc being tethered for the night, I reflect 
that perhaps the time has come for me to leave India and to start 
another journey, in order to discover, in study and in writing, 
my experience in India. I recall that in the many months I have 
spent in India I have travelled from the Himalayas to Cape 
Comorin, from the Bay of Bengal to the Arabian Sea, going by 
aeroplane and helicopter, by steamship, scow, and gondola, by 
train, lorry, car, jeep, and bicycle, by bullock cart and sled, by 
elephant, horse, mule, and yak, and on foot; that 1 have followed 
the peninsular coastline, traced the courses of rivers, traversed the 
mountains and plains, and penetrated into the interior; that I 
have visited old kingdoms and old villages, new districts and new 
townships, talking with tourists, guides, musicians, dancers, 
actors, painters, writers, poets, students, critics, film-makers, 
philosophers, prophets, saints, priests, missionaries, mendicants, 
farmers, labourers, tribesmen, headhunters, maharajas, courtiers, 
soldiers, doctors, pioneers, engineers, machinists, economists, 
planners, administrators, politicians -• inhabitants of a country 
where today one sixth of the world’s people and one half of the 
world's democratic people live. I think of the thousands and 
thousands of miles I have travelled, the thousands and thousands 
of pages of notes I have taken, and the hundreds and hundreds of 
books, papers, and pamphlets I have gathered to read, and then 
ray thoughts go back to the first day of my Indian journey. 
Arriml Immedkk sense of vividness and space. Everything 
seems vast. Sl(y wy open and high. On the streets, people's faces 
full of expressions, reactions. And, however ragged the clothes, 
there is an extraordinary feeling for colour. But poverty every- 
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where, and soon sense of vividness gives way to a morbid excite¬ 
ment, a sort of hysteria. Too much to take in - exhaustion, 
Everything begins to seem the same - indifference. But a con¬ 
tinuing disturbance in the subconscious, an apocalyptic state of 
mind. India unlike other ports of the world in that poverty is 
constant, inescapable, assails one at every turn. The poverty here 
is harder to live with than the poverty of the West, where the 
poor at least have some recognizable clothing to wear and some 
recognizable shelter to protect them, and live out of sight, per¬ 
haps out of mind, in slums. But the poor here ore in rags or 
almost naked, No protection from sun, wind, or rain, no place 
to rest. Bodies thin os lines. Children have the faces of the old; 
the old the faces of children. How do the more fortunate manage 
to live amid such unending scenes of wretchedness? They live 
in fear of poverty themselves, regarding it as a personal threat, 
If not, why this defensiveness? Also, why the curious fatalism 
that creeps into their words whenever they discuss the subject? 
They teach themselves to see only what they want to see, yet the 
scenes must stay in the subconscious, suppressed but not for¬ 
gotten, to emerge in half-remembered dreams. Poverty is another 
form of death. It diminishes every aspect of life; the way people 
think, talk, dress, work, deal with one another, grow old - it is 
all childlike. This is the Indian childhood. It also diminishes the 
way they die. A dead woman in a gutter. Vultures flying over¬ 
head. Death is in the air. 'Any man's death diminishes me.' 

It is the dawn of the day of my departure from Baburbani 
and the beginning of the end of my stay in India. A mahout 
comes with an elephant to take me to the bank of the Ganga. 
The mahout sits on the elephant’s head, with one leg draped over 
the elephant’s ear, and he carries a long stick with a hook at 
one end. The elephant has no howdah, but stretched across its 
back, on either side of a sort of rail made out of a couple of 
logs tied together, arc layers of mud-brown burlap sacks. The 
mahout guides the animal to where I am standing, on a rise of a 
few feet next to the house. He touches the elephant’s back with 
the hook, and the elephant kneels down, I mount the elephant’s 
back and sit sidewise on the burlap sacks, holding on to the rail. 
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The mahout pulls one of the elephant’s ears and says, in Hindi, 
‘Go!’ Slowly the elephant rises and lurches forwards. 

‘Active, Active,’ the mahout says, addressing the animal, 
‘anyone would think you were the Queen of India. You need a 
manservant just to wash and massage you, another just to bring 
you branches to eat, another just to exercise you. But I have to 
wait on you all by myself. Active, Active, where are the wed¬ 
dings and meks to earn your livelihood?’ He continues, talk¬ 
ing almost to himself, ‘When they are wild they run, but when 
they are tame they won’t move. If you don’t handle an elephant 
the right way, it will kill you.’ 

There is no protection from the branches of trees overhead, 
and the animal’s gait is a dizzying roll and jolt. She .seems to 
take for ever to lift her feet. We spend two hours making the 
three-mile journey back to the river. 


In rtesnt many Mian wordi have cone into theEngM M 
and are included as a mattcT of course in English dictionaries^ 
hut I have italicized - and often translated in the simplest terms - 
nearly all the Indian words in this text, because in the English-speak¬ 
ing world the understanding and use of them are still quite hap¬ 
hazard; for instance, most people are now familiar with the word 
guru {spiritual teacher) hut not necessarily with its correlative chela 
{a guru's disciple). The few Mian words, li\e sari and maharaja, 
that I have not italicized are so firmly estahlished in English usage 
that italics could have been mistakenly read as indicating special 
emphasis, Perhaps I should add that there is no one accepted ortho¬ 
graphy for all Mian languages. 1 have tried to-spell the Indian words 
phonetically whenever possible and have listed them in this glossary 
in the grammatical form in which they appear in the text. 


aap: you (formal) 
acliarya i spiritual teacher 
achkan: man’s tunic-like coat 
aftab: sun 

ahimsa: doctrine of refraining 
from the taking of life (Bud¬ 
dhist) 

Akali the One (Sikh) 
akhara: secular organization of 
holy men (Hindu) 
ambani Chinese representative 
amir! title of nobility (Muslim) 
amrit! nectar 
ananda; joy 

anna: monetary unit - one six¬ 
teenth of a rupee 
apong! rice beer 


aryan: noble 
ashram: hermitage 
Atman: universal soul (Hindu) 
ayah: nursemaid 

baba: old man 

babu: clerk; English-educated 
gentleman 
bagh: garden 
bahen: sister 
bakkhu: loose robe 
baksheesh: alms; tip 
bango: cluster of villages 
basha: bamboo hut 
begum: queen, princess, or lady 
of high rank (Muslim) 
bhai: brother 
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bhang: hemp intoxicant 
bhavan: house; home 
bhavasaghara: ocean of existence 
bhudan: gift of earth 
bodi: tuft of hair on back of 
shaven head (Hindu) 

Bon; a form of animism 
buddhidan: gift of intelligence 
bukhari: stove 

bulgur: parched crushed wheat 
busti; slum 

chacha: uncle 

chapatti: unleavened pancake- 
shaped bread 
charas: hemp intoxicant 
charkha: spinning wheel 
charpoy: light bed-frame strung 
with tape or light rope 
chela; spiritual disciple; pupil 
chhang: barley beer 
chogyal: heavenly king 
choli: woman's short-sleeved 
blouse 

crore; ten million - one hun¬ 
dred lakhs 

dada; grandfather; elder brother 
dakshina: south 
dan: gift 

dana; alms-giving 
darshana; holy audience 
deedar: exhibition 
dcshdan: gift of country 
dewan: administrative officer 
at prince’s court 
dha; gonorrhea 

dharamshala; shelter for travel¬ 
lers 

dhoti: loin-cloth of varying 
length 

dupatta: veil 


durbar: prince’s court 
durbhiksha: alms with tears; 
famine 

dzong: fortress 

ekka: one-horse vehicle 

fakir: mendicant; devotee 
fawj: army 

gaddi: cushion 
gam: village headman 
ganja: hemp intoxicant 
gerua: religious robe (Hindu) 
ghat: bathing or landing place 
at riverside 
ghi: clarified butter 
gompa: monastery (Buddhist) 
gram: chick-pea 
gramadan: gift of village 
guranaam: nameless 
gunamaya: goodness 
gurdwara: shrine (Sikh) 
guru: spiritual teacher; master 
gyalmo: consort of deities 

hadj: pilgrimage to Mecca (Mus¬ 
lim) 

hamdard: sympathizer 
hammam: bath 
hartal: general strike 
havan: sacrificial fire 
havildar; army sergeant 
hawaghar: air house 
hookah; water-cooled smoking 
pipe; hubble-bubble 
howdah: seat, usually with 
canopy, on elephant’s back 
hujra-e-khas: special chamber 

jadu: magic 

jagadguru: universal teacher 


jttggery! coarse brown sugar 
made from palm sap 
Jagliirdar: landlord; rent col- 
lector 

jawan: army recriiit 
jemadar: junior officer in Indian 
Army 

-jl; suffix denoting affection and 
respect 

jivandaii! gift of lift: service 

k:iclilia: knee-lengilulrawcrs 
kalgi tora; ornamental plume 
for turban 
kameez: shirt 
kanga: comb 

kangri: pot of hot coals carried 
for warmth 
kara: steel bracelet 
kata; ceremonial scarf 
kebang: meeting 
kesh: unshorn hair and beard 
khalsa: pure 
khatiil: cattle pen 
kirpan: sabre; dagger 
kirtana: chanted hymns 
kohl! antimony used for darken¬ 
ing edges of eyelids 
konda: hill 
kothi; house 
kumbha; pitcher 
kurta: shirt 
kutcha: temporary 
kutta: 720 square feet of land 

la: mountain pass 
lakh: one hundred thousand 
lama: priest (Buddhist) 
lathi: bamboo stick bound with 
iron 

lingara: phallus, especially a 
symbol of Shiva 
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maharaja; king (Hindu) 
maharajkumar: crown prince 
(Hindu) 

maharani; queen (Hindu) 
maharishi; great seer (Hindu) 
mahout: elephant driver 
mantra; Vedic hymn or prayer 
mata: mother 
maiihma: scholar (Muslim) 
maulvi: learned religious leader 
(Muslim) 
maya: illusion 

mela: festival; generic musical 
scale pattern 

mithun: Bos frontalis, straight¬ 
horned bison 
moksha: salvation 
moo-moo: steamed dumplings 
morung: men’s dormitory 
mridangara; barrel-shaped 
drum 

mullah: learned religious 
teacher (Muslim) 
mundu: man’s ankle-length 
garment 

naga: naked; naked holy man 
(Hindu) 
nagar: town 
nahar: canal 

namaskari greeting (Hindu) 
namaz: worship (Muslim) 
natya: art of dance 
navayugam: newage 
nawab: prince (Muslim) 
nazrana: tax 

nirasa: freedom from emotional 
attachments 

pan: betel-leaf masticatory 
pandit: learned religious teacher 
(Hindu) 
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pice: monetary unit - a hun¬ 
dredth of a rupee 
pita! father 
ponung: tribal dance 
pradeshdan! gift of state 
pralaya: end of the world (Hin¬ 
du) 

prasad i blessed food 
premdani gift of love 
puja! worship (Hindu) 
pujarii worshipper (Hindu) 
pukka! permanent 
punya I merit (Buddhist) 
puranas! Sanskrit sacred poems 
purl: light fried wheat cake 
purnai perfect; full 

qahwa: tea 

raga! melodic scale pattern 
raj i rule, especially British 
rule 

rehnuma: leader 
rinpoche i blessed incarnation 
(Buddhist) 
fishi I seer (Hindu) 
rong! district 

rupee: basic monetary unit; cur¬ 
rent value approximately four¬ 
teen cents 


sadhandan: gift of tools 
sadhu! holy man (Hindu) 
sagar: reservoir 

sahib: honorific title equivalent 
to 'sir' 

salaam: greeting (MusEm) 
sal war; trousers 
samadhi: trance 
sampattidan: gift of wealth 


sangam: union; confluence 
sangha: congregation; associa¬ 
tion 

sant: saint 

sarangi: bowed stringed instru¬ 
ment 

sari! woman’s draped garment 
sarod: plucked stringed instru¬ 
ment 

sarvodaya: uplift of ail 
sati: custom of self-immolation 
of widows (Hindu) 
satya: truth 

sayid: religious or inherited title 
(Muslim) 
sepoy! sentry 

seth: businessman; rich mer¬ 
chant 

shagird: pupil 
shahnai: wind instrument 
shakti; creative energy; female 
essence 

shamiana: doth canopy 
shastri: religious title (Hindu) 
sherwanii man's knee-length 
coat 

shiggri: quickly 

shikar: game animal; hunting 
expedition 

shikara: gondola-like boat 
shloka: Sanskrit sacred verse 
shramdan: gift of social service 
shri: venerable 
silsillah: genealogy 
sirdar: honorific title; Sikh 
man 

sirdani: honorific title; Sikh 
woman 

sltar! plucked stringed instru¬ 
ment 

snana: bathing 
sri: sameasslvi 


stupa! shrine (Buddhist) 
suba: province; ruler 
swarajya: freedom; self-rule 
swatantra: freedom 

tabla: hand drum 
takht: throne 

tala: rhythmic musical cycle 
tamasha: spectacle 
tapasya: meditation 
tiffin: light meal 
tirtha! passage; ford 
tonga: one-horse vehicle 
toofan; storm 
triveni: triple-braided 
tulsi I holy basil 
turn: you (familiar) 

ustad: master 
uttarayana: northwards 
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vina: plucked stringed instru¬ 
ment 

visada: freedom from ignorance 
vizier: high official (Muslim) 

-wallah: person or thing em¬ 
ployed about or concerned 
with something 

yajna: sacrifice 
yantra: machine 
yantrana: pain 
yantrayuga: machine age 
yoga: effort; union with God; 

religious system (Hindu) 
yogi! adherent or practitioner of 
the religious system of yoga 

zamindari: land proprietor; 

proprietorship 
zeenat: decoration 










WiMi in Eiiglisli may pass for the given name, surname, or niddlc name 
of an Indian simpiy by virtue of the fact that it is placed first, last, or mid¬ 
way in a series of names maj' not actually be part of the person's name at 
all. Imtcad, tie|iending on his religion, his community, nis place of birth, 
or his mere preference, a name may designate caste, subcaste, village, 
pationyniic, lionorihc or religious title (sometimes self-bestowed), or some¬ 
thing similar, I'or the purpose of this index, however, I have followed, as 
far as is practicable, the accepted English usage, and otherwise I have 
alphahetr/ed die names of the Indians by what would be understood locally 
as the most important name, and have made ci’oss-refcrencea wherever it 
seemed necessary, 


Abdullah, Saykl, i,|8 
Abdullah, Shcikli Mohammed, j,(i 
146,151,154,163,168,170, jyi, 
177, 180 

Addy, Sanat Kumar, 405,40&-7 
/Ijid, 142, 167 
Agency for International 
Development, 331 
Agnihotri, R. P,, 326 
Agreement for Trade and Cultural 
Intercourse, 185,293 
agriculture, 367"86 
Ajmer, 149, 150 
Akali Dal, 508 
Akbar, Emperor, 99-100 
akkraS) 100-102 
Ahlitar, Bcgum,39,42 
Aksai Chin, 185,189,281, aga 
Alamgir, Abdul Muazafar, 147 
Albuquerque, Alfonso de, 424,479 
All, 148 
All, Jafiir, 385 
Allaliabad, 69, See also 
Prayaga 


All India Radio, 20,39,151,282 
All Sikkim National Congress, 264, 
268 

Along, 206,220; Deputy 
Commissioner of, 20^11, 214, 


220 


Amavasya, 99,131-3 
Amritsar, 507 
Ananda, 114-125 
Ananta Naga, 89 
Anderson, Lindsay, 452 
Andhra Pradesh, 72,36a, 367,382 
Andrade, C. Preston, 419-23 
Ango, 218 
Anjuvannam, 537-8 
Ansari, 174 

Arackal, Father Thomas, 253-4 
Arail, 113-14 
Aranyakas, 127 

Array 1 in Chinese conflict, 187-201 j 
in Goa, 482,484; in Kashmir, 

144; in NEFA, 240-42,243, 

246,248 
Airah, 554 
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Aryansj layj 184, 530 
Ashawari, Kliwaja Nuruddin, 
148-50 

Asher, Ray, 363-5 
Asia Magazinei 269 
Asiatic Society of Bengal, 429 
Assam, 196, 203 
astrology, 19,98-9,114,129 
Atharva Veda, 71 
Attipetty, Dr Joseph, 532-3 
Aurangzeb, Emperor, 23, i 49 - 5 o» 
362 

Aurobindo, 403 
Avadhutas, 106 
A Vida, 483 

Azad Kashmir, 138,162 
Aziz, Colonel Abdul, 284-5 

Baba. Si?(f Khan, Alauddin 
Baburbani, 553-60, 562-6 
Badarinath, 184 
Bagra, 205-12, 218 
Bahadur Shah, Emperor, 23 
Bakar Id, 140 
Balasaraswati, 72-5 
Balkanization, 517 
‘Ballad of Fisher’s Boarding-House, 
The’, 436 

Balsara, Dinshaw, 78,80 
Baltistan, 194 

Bande, Abdul Rahim, 140,147,150, 
162, 167, 169, 172-3 
Bande, Khwaja Balagi, 150 
Bande, Khwaja Nuruddin, 163,169, 
172-4 

Bandipore, 143 
Bangalore, 339 

Bannerji, Bibhutibhusan, 449 
Barahoti, 185, 187 
Baramula, 143 

Barrackpore Trunk Road, 397 
Bashiruddin, Mufti, 143 
Bayley, Sir Steuart, 439-40 
Bayne, Roskell R,, 429,432 
Bazin, Andr6,452 
Beas irrigation project, 382 


Beas River, 127 

Beg, Hazrat Mirza Qalandar, 149 
Benares, 87 

Bengal 1 famine of 1865-66 in, 380; 
famine of 1943 in, 378; Nawab of, 
425; Presidency of, 425. See also 
East Bengal; West Bengal 
Bengali language, 442,445,446,507 
Bengal in ryyd-ryyy, 424 
Bengalis, 442-3,444-5 
Bengal Ladies' Union, 459 
Bengal Past & Present, 435 
Berar, 362 
Betts, 220 
Bhagavad-Gita, 88 
Bhagavan, 130 . 

Bhagirathi, 427 
Bhalnsa Sur, 315 
‘Bhairavi’, 65 

Bhakra-Nangal irrigation project, 
382, 516 

Bharat Sa'vak Samaj, 459 
Bharata, 71, 73 
Bharatanatyam, 72,73,75 
Bhatia, B. M., 380 
Bhatt, Khwaja Ghulam Hassah, 

139 

Bhattacharya, Mohadev Chandra, 

58 

Bhattacherjee, Somnath, 320-21. 
Bhave, Vinoba, 550-53 
Bhaya, H., 323 

Bhilai, 314,370; growth of, 338, 

339; May Day in, 358-61; social 
lifein. 339 ) 34 U 355-61; steel 
project in, 317-28,329, 342-51, 
360; town planning in, 339, 
340-42,347. Seea/ro Bokaro 
project; steel production 
Bhilai House, 319 
Bhilai Technical Institute, 344 
Bhilat, 315 
Bhopal, 340 

Bhutan, 184,186,190,194, 200,. 

249-57,260,261, 274-5,387 
Bhutro, Zulfikar All, 159 


Bihar, 87, 314. .ngrictilture in, 370; 
drought in, 381; land reform in, 
551-31 language, 507 
Binaya Sutra, 304 
birth control, 26-9 
Black Hole of Calcutta, 426-7, 

430-35 

Bokaro project, 329-38 
Bombay 1 as film centre, 497; jazz 
in, 76-85; Jewish labour in 
536-7; poverty 111,485,492-3; 
Presidency of, 425; prohibition 
in, 8o-8i, 486-7; restaurants in, 
76, 77 

Bomdila, 191,193,199,242 
Bon, 250 

Bosco, Giovanni, 252-3 
Bose, Subhas Chandra, 403 
Brady, Thomas F,, 159 
Bralima, 70, 89, 115,130 
Brahmanas, 127 

Brahmans, 115,12S, 311; in Kerala, 
519,524-7; at »)e/«, loo; 
Pandas, subcaste of, 132 
Brahmaputra River, 86,191,193 
Britain. See United Kingdom 
Broomfield, William S., 336 
Buddhism, 130; Chinese, 90; in 
Ladakh, 290; Mahayana, 383; 
inNEFA,245 

Budhiraja, Arjan Singh, 510,513 
Bum La, 191,248 
Busteed, FI. E., 430-31 
Butt, Kadir, 167 

Calcutta Corporation (city), 387-8, 
539; Alauddin Khan in, 57, 
59-61; cinema in, 441-59; 
government of, 410-11; health, 
facilities in, 411-13; 459-72; 
history of, 429-41; housing in, 
407-10; poverty in, 473-5; 
welfare work in, 459-72. See also 
Calcutta Metropolitan District 
Calcutta Film Society, 413 
Calcutta Hand Poq\, 405-6 
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Calcutta Improvement Trust, 412 
Calcutta Metropolitan District, 

387- 90; area of, 388,3891 disease 
in, 394,419; education in, 395, 
3961398-9; employment in, 398, 
399; government of, 389-90, 
399-401,419; housing in, 389, 

395,396,421-2; industry in, 

388- 9,397-8; planning in, 

411-13; 418-24; population of, 
388-9,394-6,422; public violence 
in, 415; refugees in, 415; 
sanitation in, 393-4,395; 
transportation in, 397. See also 
Calcutta Corporation 

Calcutta Metropolitan Planning 
Organization, 411-12, 418-19,421 
Calcutta Municipal Bill, 440 
Calcutta, Port of, 387; deterioration 
of, 390-92. See also Calcutta 
Corporation; Flooghly River; ' 

Port Commission, Calcutta 
Calcutta Thesis, 524 
Calcutta University, 409-10 
Canadian University Service 
Overseas, 294 

caste system: in Christianity, 533-4; 

in Kerala, 519-20 
Catholic Church, 531; in Kerala, 

520; role of in women’s education, 
29. See also Missionaries of 
Charity 

Catholic Relief Services, 464 
Central Intelligence Bureau, 146, 

151 

Central Provinces, 362; ' 
backwardness of, 315-17 
Central Treaty Organization, 195 
Chadha, M. L., 326 
Chakravarty, Babu Tarak 
Bandhu, 118 

Chakravarty, Srijur Ramani Mohan, 
116,117 

Chakravorti, Sisir, 321-3 
Chandernagor, 389,424 
Chandigarh, 515,516 
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Changanacheri, 528 
Chapin, Sclden, 267 
Charlton, A. E., 402 
Charnock, Job, 388, 424, 434 
Chatterji, S, K., 225 
Chatterji, Sarat Chandra, 403 
Chatterji, Vaise Chandra, 59 
Chaudhari, Guru Singh, 58 
Chaudhuri, Nirad, 410 
Chauriha, Jamuna Prasad, 65-6, 69 
Chenab River, 127 
Chenrcsi, 298 
Chhattisgarh, 3141 3^7 
Chib, S. N„ 20 

China, People’s Republic of: aid to 
Nagaland from, 226, 232; Army 
of inNEFA, 240-41; Chou 
En-Iai’s visits, 185-6; claims to 
Ladakh by, 290-91;,incorporation 
of Tibet into, 292-3; in Ladakh, 
281-2; nuclear tests by, 201; 
occupation of Tawang by, 245-6; 
population of, 27-8; relations of 
with Nepal, 188,275-6; at ^ 
Sikkim border, 257-9; in Sino- 
Indian conflict, 185-201; in 
Tibet, 184-5; treaty with India, 
185. Sei also McMahon Line 
Chip Chap Valley, 187 
Chittagong, 116 
cholera, 102,394 
Chou En-lai, 168,185,186,190 
Chowdhury, P. K. Roy, 411-12 
Chowringhi Road, 401 
Christianity; caste systems under, 
533-4; early history of, 530-31; 
in Kerala, 519-20; in Nagaland, 
225,229-30, 235-6 ^ 

Clirlstkn Seims Monitor, 192,199 
Chumbi Valley, 194 
Chushal, 192,282 
cinema, 36,48,494-7. Sec also 
Ray, Satyajit 
Citiss of India, 424 
‘City of Dreadful Night’ (Kipling), 

43<>.439 


‘City of Dreadful Night, The' 
(Thomson), 441 

Cii/il & Military Gazette, 435-6 
Claremont Colony, 134-5 
Clay Committee, 331-2, 336 
Clay, Lucius D., 332,333 
climate; drought, 367, 378, 380; 

monsoon, 367, 368 
Clive, Robert, 427 
coal, 313, 314,34^-7 
Cochin, 477,517, 535 

Cochin, M.aharaja of, 536 
Committee on the World Food 
Crisis, 381 

Committee to Strengthen the 
Security of the Free World, 331-2 
Communism; in Calcutta, 401; in 
Kerala, 518,520-27; in the Soviet 
Union, 358-60 

Communist Party of India, 360,522, 
525,527,546 

Communist Party of India, Marxist, 
416, 522, 525 

Communists, Left. See Communist 
Party of India, Marxist 
Communists, Right, 5 ee Communist 
Party of India 

Congress Party. See Indian National 
Congress Party 

Constitution; Kashmir’s status 
under, 159; and Nagaland, 
229-30; proliibition under, 486; 
protection of untouchables under, 
520. See also President’s Rule 
Conte, Silvio 0 ., 336-7 
Cooke, I-Iopc Noyes, Gyalmo of 
Sikkim, 260,261,264-70 
Cooke, John J., 267 
Cooper, John Sherman, 329 
Cousins, James PL, ^oo 
cows, 55,351-2 
Cranganore, 535 
Crookc, W,| 183 

‘Cuckoo and Soviet Russia, The’, 
500 

Cunningham, Joseph Davey, 514 


Curzon, George, Marquess of, 

43'J'35 

Dacca, 116,124 
Daksha, 425 

Dalai Lama, 186,198,246,290, 
291,293,298-305 
Dalhousie, Marquess of. See 
Ramsay, James Andrew Broun 
Dal Lake, 134,135,139,161 
Daman, 479 

Damodar Valley Corporation, 382 
dams. See irrigation 
d;ince, 70-75 

Diinge, Shripad Amrith, 360,524 
Dani, 285 

Darjeeling, 263,267,268,432 
Deccan, 127 

Defence of India Rules, 153,196, 
416,521 

Deki, Sangey, 267 
Delhi, 18-21,539, ^fea/ro New 
Delhi 

Dellii .Scliool of Economics, 371 
Demcliok, 187,291: 

Dentam, 274 
Devanagari alphabet, 115 
Devi, Indira, 88,89,93,95-6,105 
Devi, Rukmini, 73 
Dey, Dr Usha, 26 
Dliamija, Jasleen, 136 
Dhanvantari, 89 
Dhapa, 405, 470-72 
Dhar, D. P., 165,283,284 
Dharamsala, 294-6 
Dikshitar, Miithuswami, 43 
Dill, 479 
Dttje, 218 

Don Poseo Technical School, 251-4 
Doon School, 75 

Dorji-KIiangsarpa, Kazi Lhendup, 
264,268-9 
Dravidiaiis, 127 

'Dream of Duncan Parrenness’, 436 
Drebung Monastery, 245, 305 
Drew, Jane, 515 • 


drought, 367, 378, 380-81 
Dufferin, Lady, 429 
Dulha Deo, 315 
Durg, 314,317-18,338 
Durga, 317 

Diirgapur, 313,32S, 339 
Dutch settlement, 424; treatment of 
Malabar Jews in,'536-7 
Dutt, A. K,, 367 
Dutt, Amrlt Lai, 60 
Dutt, Kabul, 60 
Dutt, Sunil, 494,497 
Dutt, Utpal, 416-18 
Dutta, Dulal, 450 

Early Annals of the English in 
Bengal, The, 424 

East Bengal, 398; refugees, 15S-60; 

riots, 144. See also East Pakistan 
Eastern Christian Church, 531 
East India Company, 388,424, 

425,428,503 

East India Company, Museum of 
the, 504 

East Indian Railway Company, 429 
East Pakistan, 194; riots in, 144, 

160. See also East Bengal 
East Punjab, 506-7; to become 
Himachcl Pradesh, 514,515 
Echoes front Old Calctitta, 431 
economists, 371-2 
economy 1 growth rate of, 369,372. 
See also agriculture, Bhilai, 

Bihar, Five-Year Plans 
education, 29-36; in music, 62-6 
elephants, 242-3,565-6 
Elizabeth I of England, 424 
Elwin, Verrier, 220-23 
English language, 29-30,497-500 
Ernakulam, Archbishop of, 533-4 
exports, 387 

Ezhavas, 519,520,529,530 

family planning, 24-9 
famine, See agriculture 
Far Eastern Economic Review, 292 
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Famka Barrage) 423 
Famikh Siyar, Empcrof) 539 
Faruq, Maitivi Mirwaiz Mohammed, 
143, 151, 157) 171 
Fawj, 505 

Fernandes, Xavier, 78 

Filmjarei 494 

films. See cinema 

Film Workers, Union of, 445 

Firdausi, 149 

Five Ks, 505 

Five-Year Plan, Soviet, 359 
Five-year Plans: First, 312, 319, 
368,369,372,382,522; Second, 
198,312-13,330,344,368,372! 
Third, 198,344, 368, 372, 414, 
522; Fourth, 331,369,372,374, 

381, 414 

foods, 51,58,59-60! and 
malnutrition, 26, 27: Panjabi, 

32, south Indi,an, 47 
Ford Foundation, 409,410,419, 

459 

Forrest, Sir George W., 424, 485 
Forster, E. M., 447,477-8 
Fort William,, 425-32 
French settlement, 388, 424 
From Sea to Seat 436 
From Socialism to Sarvodaya, 

561-2 

Fry, Maxwell, 515 
Full m, 294 

Fiircr-Haimcndorf, Christoph von, 
220 

Gaidilu, Rani, 237-8 
Galbraith, John Kenneth, 331,335 
Gallon's, The, 213 
Gallong tribe, 205-23 
Gama, Vasco da, 424 
Gandharva, Kumar, 39, 42 
Gandhi, Ferozc, 540 
Gandhi, Indira Priyadarshini, 421, 
516, 539, 540-41; background of, 
540-41! on Congress Party, 545! 
on defence, 544! election of, 415! 


on foreign aid, 544! meeting of 
with Gaidilu, 238; meeting of 
with Naga underground, 238! 
Rajagnpalacharya's opinion of, 
548; residence of, 540-41! on 
Shastri, 543-4 
Gandhi, Kastiirba, 561 
Gandhi, Mohandas K.: and 
grama dan, 552-3! on prohibition 
487-8! and new snci.1I order, 550; 
and untouchables, 524; See also 
Gnndhians 

Gandhians, 487, 549-63 
Gandhi Ashram, 552, 555 
Gandhi, Rhavan, 553 
Ganga River, 59, 388! Aryan 
.settlements along, 1271 course of, 
86-7,99; mela on, 87-133! 
meanings of name of, 86-7! in 
poetry, 93! ritual bathing in, 87, 
88, 92-3,96,98-9 
Ganges. Sec G.inga River 
Gangctic delta, 393, See also 
Calcutta Metropolitan District 
Gangtok, 257,258,260,269-73 
Gauliati, 203 

Gazetteer of India, 33S-9, See also 
Im[)crial Ga'/cttccr of India 
Gelugpa, 298 
Gemini Pictures, 451 
Gcyche, Tenzin, 303,304 
Ghana!, Hadji Mohammed Khalil, 
139, 140 

Ghosh, Atulya, 415-16,544 
Ghosh, Kcdar, 378^ 

Ghosh, Niha Ranjan, 408 
Gill, Mrs S. .8., 355-8 
Giraudn, Father Philip, 252-4 
Glimpses of a Feta Countries I 
Have 373 
Goa, 81,82,478-85 
‘Goa’ (film), 496 
Goa with Love, 479 
Gobindapiir, 425 
Golden Temple, 507-17 
Gond tribe, 315 


Gondwana, 315 
Gone Away, 37-8 
Gonzalvcs, Braz, 78 
Gora, E, P., 349 
Government of India Act, 549 
Goyzing, 274 

Gracias, Cardinal Valerian, 533-4 
gramadan, 552-3,557-8 
Oramadan-Tnnfan, 552-3 
Grand Trunk Road, 99,397 
Granth, 504 

Great Eastern Hotel, 439 
Gregorios, Benedict Mar, 534 
Grierson, George A., 225 
Grimes, Paul, 397,399-400 
Gujarat, 507 
Giilmarg, 136, 137 
'Gupi Gayen Ragha Raycn’, 446 
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